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ABSTRACT
TOO SOON TO SAY ‘I DO?’: HOW RELIGION AND SOCIAL CLASS SHAPE
MARRIAGE FORMATION PATHWAYS AND ADULT TRAJECTORIES
Patricia Tevington
Melissa Wilde

Contemporary scholars in the sociology of the family tend to emphasize the delay
in the entry of first marriage, as this has been a key demographic shift in family life since
the mid-twentieth century. In keeping with this focus, research has explored how
marriage is conceptualized as an achievement or a capstone for adult life. However,
relatively early marriage is not uncommon, as many young adults wed before their midtwenties. More importantly, however, there are signs that the reasoning behind marital
decisions is not the same for all young adults. Specifically, researchers have focused on
secular understandings of marriage and adulthood, at the expense the religious
imperatives that drive many young people of faith to pursue an alternate path to
adulthood which prioritizes family life.
Using in-depth interviews with 87 partnered Evangelical young adults (ages 1829) and embedded ethnographic observation, I explore how religion and social class
sensibilities interact to shape marital timelines and expectations. I argue that marriage is
best conceptualized as sacred endeavor for Evangelical young adults. For these young
people, marriage is first and foremost saturated with religious meaning. Among young
adults of this religious community, dating relationships are pursued with expectations
v

towards future marriage. Evangelicals often marry at young ages and in uncertain
economic circumstances, as their understandings of the point of marriage and God’s role
in the world discourages a reliance on worldly criteria, such as financial security. These
early unions are often greeted with suspicion and disapproval from secular peers and
acquaintances.
Yet, while religion affects the understanding and timelines for marriage for
Evangelical young adults in general, social class continues to exert a strong influence
over their family formation pathways even within this select group. Working class and
middle class Evangelicals experience divergent levels of social approval for early
marriage. In particular, middle class Evangelicals are sanctioned for marrying prior to
completing a bachelor’s degree while working class Evangelicals face less scrutiny
within their religious communities.
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INTRODUCTION
Meet Angelica and Peter
On a sunny and warm spring day, I made my way over to a suburban town outside
of a large northeastern city for an interview. My respondents’ home was a duplex
enclosed in white siding, amongst a block of similar twin homes with postage stamp
yards enclosed in chain-link fences. Children sped up and down the sidewalk on scooters.
As I knocked on the glass door, a black and white chihuahua wearing a blue shirt that
declared her a “hot mess” barked enthusiastically.
The door opened and Angelica1, a petite 25-year-old white woman, met me with a
smile. Angelica wore straight leg jeans and a tangerine shirt with a brown cardigan
sweater. Her clothes showed off her swollen belly— she was about 8 months pregnant.
As I stepped inside their home, Angelica’s husband Peter, a 23-year-old white man,
briefly emerged from his room wearing a black t-shirt and shorts. I had interviewed Peter
about a month prior, having met him in a library study room of his Bible college. He
greeted me, scooped up the dog, and explained he would be in the bedroom if we needed
anything during our interview.
Peter and Angelica hailed from working class origins and were currently on
working class trajectories. Both Peter and Angelica grew up in religious homes. Peter
attended a strict Baptist church throughout most of his childhood and teenage years while
Angelica grew up Pentecostal. They currently attend a Baptist church—although they
1

All names are pseudonyms. I also mask identifying information about respondents, such as the names of
their schools.
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specify that they are Reformed in theology. 2 In fact, it was their religious faith that first
brought the couple together. Chuckling, Peter explained that he was visiting his cousin’s
church when he heard Angelica give a testimony when he was about sixteen and she was
seventeen3. During Peter’s interview with me a few months previously, he had told me
that he used their shared spiritual struggles as an “in” to talk with Angelica after the class.
Peter recounted,
And [so I] went to Sunday school and I was attracted to her. And she shared some
things like some struggles of being intimate with God, and I could resonate well
with them, so I kind of used that as an in to talk to her afterwards. And that’s how
it pretty much kicked off from there.

Peter was sixteen and Angelica was a seventeen when they first met. They dated for
about a year before marriage became a pressing subject, for both philosophical and
practical reasons. In the following quote, Peter references the concept that a relationship
is “triangle” for Christians. One supporting axis is the husband, one supporting axis is the
wife, and the top point is God. The husband and wife each have a relationship with God.
As they individually grow closer to God, they become closer to their spouse as well
(Antioch Group 2017) Peter explained4:

2

Reformed theology is also known as Calvinism. Since the early 2000s, it has made a resurgence among
Evangelicalism. This theology emphasizes the total depravity of man and the belief that, on his own, man
would not choose to embrace God. Thus, Reformed/Calvinist theology believes that the “elect” are selected
and predestined to salvation by God (Hansen 2006).
3

In Evangelical culture, a “testimony” is usually a personal story about how an individual’s life was
changed by God and how they came to accept Jesus as their personal savior (Campus Crusade for Christ
2018b).
4

I have omitted most false starts and filler words, like “um” and “like” from respondent quotations. I have
also edited minor grammar mistakes in respondents’ spoken word for clarity’s sake.
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Since… relationships are supposed to culminate in marriage, I felt like it would be
wrong to not pursue marriage at that point. I felt like it would be harmful to both
me and to her. ‘Cause some people describe relationships as like a triangle, like
you’re both on each side and it’s meant to come to that point [that is God]... We
were struggling, too, just ‘cause even physically… Our belief’s that sex is meant
for marriage— we’re having to, you know, cool those passions… We didn’t think
we could go much longer. We’re going to torture ourselves here.

Peter returns to this point again when our interview is closing, emphasizing how much of
a struggle remaining sexually pure was. He says,
I will say we did struggle to stay pure before marriage in terms of being physical
with one another. We weren’t where we would have liked to be. We knew it was
wrong, but we prayed about it, we talked to others, asked for help. I brought that
up in premarital counseling. So, we were open about it. So, that was very hard for
us before marriage, and especially with our beliefs that it’s meant to be reserved
for marriage. So, that was an ongoing issue while we dated.

Like her husband, Angelica agreed that dating without marriage in mind was
contrary to what God intended. She also explained that abstaining from sexual activity, as
dictated by their religious beliefs, led them to consider marriage early on as well. By a
year into their dating relationship, when Angelica was eighteen, things were beginning to
get very difficult. She said:
…We were thinking if this is what God wants, maybe we should pursue marriage
at this point. It was getting hard physically as well, because we wanted to abstain
before marriage and that’s where a relationship kind of leads up to— is to have
that physical attraction.

Meanwhile, Angelica’s and Peter’s enthusiasm for marriage was breaking the
norms of relationship progression, at least far as their friends were concerned. At the time
their engagement, Peter had been working at a deli (although he lost that job shortly
3

afterwards) while Angelica was enrolled in classes through an online Christian college
and working as a cashier at a department store. Outside of their religious community,
peers from school, work, and the neighborhood were shocked to hear that the young
couple was considering marriage. Peter recounts his secular friends’ advice to hold off, at
least until they had lived together first. He says:
[My friends] told me I was crazy. I had friends with kids already who weren’t
married—non-Christian friends. So, you know, everyone started giving me
advice. ‘First, you have to live with her for at least six months. Try it out, you
never know. Living with people’s totally different.’ I’m like, ‘You’re right…
that’s part of the beauty and mystery of marriage.’

Reactions were varied when the couple broke the news to their families that they
planned to wed. Peter’s mother5, who had previously worked as a nursing assistant until
obtaining disability support from the government, was initially taken aback but quickly
came around to the idea of her late adolescent son getting married. Peter recounted his
mom as saying, “it’s going to be now or later. Why not now?”
Angelica’s family, who had never quite approved of the high school drop-out
Peter, was a trickier sell. Her father and mother were immigrants from Belgium and
factory workers who had struggled mightily to provide a better life for their children
(both Angelica and her brother were born in the United States). They hoped that
Angelica, who had enrolled in courses through an online Christian college, would
eventually obtain a bachelor’s degree. Her brother, the first to attend college in her

5

Peter’s father had died when he was a child. His father was also working class and had been employed as a
construction worker.

4

family, was particularly committed to Angelica’s upward mobility. However, she had
different priorities. Angelica explained,
My brother is really into the college experience, because he graduated from
[private college], so he wanted me to do that and have that in my life. But I just
felt like getting married was more important at that time, because I can always go,
and college can happen later. I just felt like it was the right thing to do.
Eventually, Angelica’s parents and brother came around when they realized her
mind was made up. After premarital counseling sessions with their pastor and a threemonth long engagement, the couple held their wedding in the church and the reception in
its fellowship hall. They had a wedding guestlist of 150 people and did not provide
alcohol. Angelica’s maid of honor’s father gifted them table arrangements to save on
flower expenses. Altogether, the cost of the wedding was less than $3000, which
Angelica’s parents paid for.
The couple were something less than settled when they exchanged vows.
Angelica, who dropped out of college before getting married, was as a cashier at a
department store. Peter had been working at a deli but lost his job prior to the wedding.
He explained,
I was working right before we got engaged but then something happened at my
job so I was no longer working. It was my fault. I got– I was getting very nervous
about the wedding and I missed time at work and so that didn’t work out. And so
here I am, wedding day, jobless. Sort of living up to what everyone thought I
would be.
After the wedding, the couple moved into Peter’s childhood home, a duplex that
his mother owned. They merged their household with Peter’s mom and remain in the
duplex to this day. Things were very difficult the first several months, as they went
5

through the money that Peter had set aside.6 Angelica recalled, “We had everything in the
beginning and then the bills piled up after we got married and then nothing that quick.”
Even so, they do not think that financial instability should have delayed either their own
marriage or the marriages of other young adults. Peter explained as-a-matter-of-factly,
I’m of the opinion that money is likely to always be an issue. And I think it’s wise
to count the costs and see how you are financially, but I would advise against
letting that be the determining factor in a marriage ‘cause there’s a good
possibility, if you’re younger especially, that it could be a good while before you
become a little more cushioned financially. So, I wouldn’t let that deter a younger
couple from marriage.
Four years into their marriage, things remain financially difficult for the couple.
While Angelica now works full-time at a daycare, Peter decided to enroll in Bible
college— he hopes to become a pastor one day— and now works part-time delivering
pizza. Including the Medicaid assistance that Peter’s mother receives from the
government, the household earns about $25,000. They remain in the home that Peter
grew up in, still splitting household expenses with his mother.
Meanwhile, the family is expanding, with Angelica expecting the couple’s first
child—a daughter. Shrewdly, Peter comments with a chuckle, “I say it wasn’t planned,
but I think it was more planned on her part. You can read between the lines there.”
Angelica acknowledges that her timeline for getting pregnant was a bit sooner than what
Peter would have liked. Further, she also indicates just how much she incorporates God
into her family decisions— asking for his intervention in the gender of her child so that
she can have more than one. Angelica shared,

6

Neither could recall how much money Peter had set aside.
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[I was] kind of nervous telling Peter, because it was a little off from our
timeframe we wanted, because he still has to finish one more year [of school].
We’re very excited. I really wanted a girl first. He’s like, “If we have a boy, that’s
kind of where I want to stop.” I’m like, “Oh, God, give me the girl then. I don’t
want just one boy.”
Even though the baby is a little sooner than Peter would have preferred, he is still
thrilled. He goes on to excitedly describe the children’s Bible studies he has been
reviewing in preparation for the birth—figuring it is never too early to sharing his faith
with his daughter.
Indeed, Peter and Angelica maintain an active religious life. In addition to Sunday
services, they pray alone, as a couple, and with Peter’s mother multiple times a week.
They also read devotions and sing Christian hymns to their child in utero. Peter describes
a comprehensive list of topics for which the small family prays daily. He says,
We spend time praying together. We pray together just about every day. We read
a devotional book together. And we have family prayer maybe once a week where
my mom will join us... We pray that God would make us more like Christ. We
pray that God would continue to build his church and help us to become more
unified and to be— have a good gospel witness in the community, to help meet
their needs. We pray for forgiveness of sins we may have committed in that day.
We pray for strength to accomplish daily tasks, strength to do school work,
strength to endure annoying coworkers [chuckles]. Whatever it may be, whatever
our thoughts and concerns are, we pretty much pray about. And things that God
has said or that he’s passionate for his church, things like that we regularly
mention in prayer. And the salvation of our friends and family, neighbors, things
like that.
In her concluding thoughts for the interview, Angelica reiterates that it is their
religious faith that fully guides the couple’s understanding of marriage and family life.
She states, “The way God speaks in his Word about family with marriage is very
important. If that’s the way he set it up, I take it that’s the way it is.” In the case of
7

Angelica and her husband, their faith—not worldly criteria or opinions— dictated how
they approached marriage and parenthood.

Meet Russel and Lana
In another duplex home, I met Russel and Lana. On a winter evening, I made my
way to their front porch. I had offered to bring dinner and so I was carrying a bag of
Chick-fil-A—their preference. Instead of boisterous children running up and down the
street, I passed young white professionals, clad in dress slacks and pressed shirts, parking
their cars in the trendy city neighborhood.
When I knocked on the door, Lana ushered me inside of her fashionable home.
The front room was impeccably decorated with textiles and photos all along the walls. As
Lana took the bag carrying our meal, she walked over to the kitchen to grab utensils.
“We’re trying to use cloth napkins,” she gestured to the dining room table, which was
lined with a table runner and two gold candlesticks, “but they’re not clean! Sorry!”
Lana, a 26-year-old white woman, had large brown eyes and light blonde hair
styled in a pixie cut. She sported jeans, with their cuffs rolled up around the ankles, and a
flowing white blouse. Her husband Russel was a 25-year-old white man with neatly
styled brown hair, dressed like he just arrived home from work at his job as a software
developer— wearing khakis, a blue dress shirt, and loafers. Lana had recently
transitioned into wedding planning and graphic design and later told me that she had
spent the day working from home.

8

Both Lana and Russel were raised in deeply religious Evangelical homes in
affluent areas. Their parents had attended college and graduate school and encouraged
their children to attend their Ivy League alma mater. It was there that Lana and Russel
met for the first time, after becoming friends through a campus ministry. It was a slow
start for the couple, who stayed friends for months before they become officially
boyfriend and girlfriend when Lana was a senior and Russel was a junior. Lana
skeptically recounts how Russel delayed entry in to the relationship by claiming a need to
“pray” about it first. With a smirk she said,
But by the time we started dating, it was the second semester of my senior year
and his junior year. So that took a while to figure out what the heck was going on.
My favorite is that Russel actually took a month to pray about whether we should
date, but he'll tell you— he's told me since that he was mostly scared. So that was
a really convenient religious way to be like, “oh, this is really— I'm doing really
important stuff,” but secretly he was actually quite nervous. But I was the first
person that he actually dated in a committed and ongoing way.

In his defense, Russel acknowledges that he was worried about starting an
“official” relationship—but he explains that it was for good reason. He understood
pursuing a romantic relationship to be a serious step towards marriage. Dating was not
just for fun—and it was not just to spend time together. It was to figure out if Lana was
the person he should marry. Russel explained,
I recognized and what freaked me out was, if I asked her out on a date, what I was
telling myself was— I am angling towards that direction [getting married]. I'm not
going to do this aimlessly because that would just pile on more trouble a year or
two from now. So just the thought of, that is the commitment that could be on the
horizon, freaked me out. So that's why [I] took some time to think about it.

9

The couple did eventually become boyfriend and girlfriend. After eight months of
dating, Lana told Russel that she loved him and explicitly brought up marriage. She
recounts, “…The first time you talk about marriage is really almost the time that you
decide to get married, functionally.” In other words, Lana believed that broaching the
subject of marriage was a purposeful declaration of their intent to get married.
Russel was slower to warm up to the idea, still describing himself as being
somewhat afraid to consider the possibility. He said, “I was scared... I think the thought
of commitment just freaked me out… Actually, like our pastor says, if you are not afraid
of that, that's a little bit concerning. So thankfully I was afraid.”
But Russel changed his mind. A few months later, he asked for Lana’s father’s
blessing to propose while they bunked together in a hotel room while attending a
wedding (in other words, Russel and Lana did not share a hotel room—Russel and his
future father-in-law did). Shortly thereafter, the couple got engaged. This was marked
with a special exchange of affection. Lana explained, “Yeah, so after [Russel] actually
got down on one knee and proposed and I said yes, then we had our first kiss as a
couple.” Maintaining strict physical boundaries was important to the couple, who greatly
valued sexual purity. Lana clarified this, saying, “If you're not trying to personally have
sex before you get married, then it makes sense to eliminate a lot of the things that lead to
sex.” Lana and Russel decided to draw the line at heavy kissing. Lana explains her beliefs
about sex and marriage are religious in nature and helped guide her own behavior. She
says,
Yeah, so I think that sex is meant to function best in the context of marriage,
because marriage is a deeply unified and committed relationship. I think religious
10

people would even use the word covenantal, and you're making almost a covenant
commitment. And of course, it is also a legal commitment, because you do sign
your certificate. But I think that sex functions best in that context. And I think I
would say that personally, because I think sex is mostly for unity. I think that's its
purpose— it promotes unity and intimacy. Because it's possible to have sex
without having children, and it's possible to have sex without having pleasure. So
I think it is mostly for deepening of intimacy, which leads to unity. So that, to me,
makes the most sense in marriage. As a result, I personally didn't have sex before
I was married.
Engaged at 22 (Lana) and 21 (Russel) and with Russel still a college student, the
couple was fairly unusual in their trajectory. In particular, Russel recounted feeling
deeply wounded by his parents’ and siblings’ response to his good news. He said:
…There was a mixed bag [of reactions]. There's people on one side who were
gung-ho about marriage and those were, for the most part, my [Christian] college
friends. Then there was the— or then my family who really loves the idea of
marriage, but they thought I was a little bit too young. They were vocal enough
about it. They didn't try and discourage me, but they definitely weren't
wholeheartedly endorsing my decision. Some of it, that was a little bit hurtful.
Lana’s family was ultimately supportive, although she got into a heated argument
with her brother about her young age and wedding plans. Lana described this as follows:
My brother, he did the right thing and acted excited [when I got engaged], but I
think because he's older than me, and he— he's actually getting married in a
couple of weeks. So, his religious beliefs and his view of marriage is really quite
different than mine and Russel's, which is fine. But I think as a result, he
understood why we were getting married young, but also was personally quite
shocked by it. But [he] didn't really want to engage with me and have that
conversation. So, he definitely— while we were engaged, he and I actually got in
an argument, because he was like, "This is supposed to be my life. I'm older than
you." You know, that kind of thing. So, when the moment we got engaged, he
was very supportive of it, but I think it was pretty complicated during our
engagement.
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It was from their secular peers’, however, that the couple received the most overt
censoring. That the couple planned to wed the summer after Russel graduated from
college was highly unusual. Russel shared how his fellow undergraduates were
scandalized by his proposing prior to graduation, saying:
A couple days after we got engaged was senior formal and there were people that
I hadn't talked to in four years—people I maybe never even met—who came up to
me, tapped me on the shoulder, and were like, “Are you engaged?” They couldn't
handle it. It was like complete strangers. It was such a foreign concept to them.
Lana had already graduated and was working in campus ministry at the time.
Mostly surrounded by other Evangelical young adults, Lana explains that they were not
shocked by her early marriage plans. Still, she occasionally faced backlash from
acquaintances and pondered how differently she would have been treated in a more
secular setting, saying: “I think if I was in a different work environment, I would have
been probably almost embarrassed to wear my engagement ring, because people are
going to ask, ‘How old are you? Oh.’”
Unlike their peers, Russel and Lana were not scandalized by the thought of
wedding at ages 22 and 23, respectively. They understood the exchange of vows to be not
just the next step in their relationship but a deeply religious endeavor. Russel reflects on
these beliefs at length, saying,
God works in the world for his glory and our good. And I think that marriage is
designed for his glory… And what I mean by glory is: it is a microcosm, it is a
playing out of God's relationship with the world particularly through his son
Jesus. God's grace through simple humanity is played out in marriage, where in
marriage— more so than any other relationship, at least for me— I realize the
depth of my issues: brokenness, sin, whatever you want to call it. I see the depth
of Lana’s, yet… that is fertile ground for us to be gracious to each other and love
each other more.
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After Russel popped the question, the couple started attending premarital
counseling with their pastor and his wife, who led them through worksheets and
discussions on things like family dynamics, expectations of marriages, and gender roles.
Meanwhile, the couple also began planning their wedding, which was held in the
warehouse that their church currently meets in.
At the time of the wedding, Russel jokes that the couple was “loaded.” Both were
working in campus ministry and had roles that required them to fundraise their own
salaries, neither of which not exceeded $20,000. 7 This was relatively low pay compared
to what their peers were making as recent graduates of an elite university, but Lana
comments, “we definitely had some fallback options that not everyone does have”—
including a savings account her parents had set up in her name and Lana had continued to
invest in, which was up to $22,000 at the time of their wedding. Nevertheless, they were
chided for being financially reckless by some. “I think everyone has a different personal
opinion on what financial stability looks like. That was a huge issue for my brother,”
Lana recalls in noting his disapproval of her early marriage.
Russel largely agreed with Lana. They were not destitute, but they were not
secure either. Struggling in the moment temporarily was an acceptable situation for the
couple. Russel notes that this did not dissuade them from marrying—although he does
seem to acknowledge that their situations were poised to improve. He said,

7

Russel and Lana were expected to fundraise for their own salaries—soliciting support through family,
friends, and others. This is a common arrangement for employees of parachurch or campus ministry
organizations (Campus Crusade for Christ 2018a; Young Life 2018).
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[With our jobs in campus ministry] we were doing just fine and like in a lot of
ways our salaries were like laughable. Like we made it fine. …I think we both
agreed it wasn't sustainable, but it wasn't something that would inhibit us from
starting our marriage like that.
Indeed, things have improved in the last three years since the couple’s wedding.
Russel transitioned out of college ministry into the technology sector. Lana has taken up
graphic design and wedding planning. Together, they earn about $65,000. Although they
were assisted by Lana’s parents’ saving account prior to marriage, the couple is now
economically independent. Years of saving also allowed them to purchase their home
within the last year. Now that they are economically comfortable, the couple is looking
towards having children. They ceased their careful combination of barrier methods and
natural family planning in order to try to conceive.
Sadly, the road to parenthood has been difficult for the couple recently. Lana had
conceived and lost a pregnancy about a month prior to the interview. Lana takes the time
to reflect on this loss as confirmation about her beliefs about conception, life, and
abortion. She reflects,
Yeah, so that [the miscarriage] was somewhat recent, about a month ago. And I
think a lot of people who wouldn't say that life begins at conception functionally
do believe it. That's just kind of an experience we had. Even our doctors, who
aren't— they are not religious; they've never even hinted at that with me— they
went beyond being empathetic. They kind of experienced— I don't know, you
could just tell that they were treating what was inside of me as a human life, and it
was a fetus. And we actually physically saw it, and it doesn't look very human—
it was a fetus. So, I think that situation, I was really confronted with, what do I
believe about this? I think I do believe that— it felt like life began at conception.
We were very excited to find out that we had conceived. And losing the
pregnancy felt like a real loss of a human life. So, I think in that sense, I do feel
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anti-abortion in the sense that I feel like it's a human being that should have a
right to live.
The couple has resumed trying to get pregnant and hope to become parents in the
upcoming year.
Why do ‘I do?’
Peter, Angelica, Lana, and Russel all embarked on what is, at least statistically
speaking, a countercultural endeavor. Between ages 19 and 23, most young adults are
unmarried (Copen et al. 2012). Popular depictions of emerging adulthood (Arnett 2006),
the life stage roughly lasting from age 18 through 29, depict individuals struggling to
establish themselves and figure themselves out— changing career paths, residences, and
romantic relationships with unprecedented frequency. But these four young adults dove
headfirst into one of the biggest decisions of their adult lives at relatively young ages and
in relatively unsettled circumstances. Why would they say “I do?” at the young age that
they do?
For Evangelical young adults like the four considered above, the answer is clear:
religion. As Angelica explained, she and her husband decided to wed because “this is
what God wants.” In fact, Peter commented that at a certain point it was “wrong” to not
pursue marriage in a romantic relationship. Additionally, religious beliefs limit
acceptable ways to express affection and these restrictions often naturally bring up
discussions of marriage early on. Recall that Russel and Lana did not kiss until they were
engaged and did not do anything “beyond that” until they were wed. Moreover, marriage
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holds great theological significance. “God's grace through simple humanity is played out
in marriage,” Russel said eloquently.
But while the four young adults were on the same page in their motivations for an
early marriage, their experiences diverged along social class lines. Both couples—Peter
and Angelica and Lana and Russel— were committed Christians. For their relative
situations, they were not considered economically stable at the time of marriage. But
ironically, it was Lana and Russel who were chastised the most for their “risky”
behavior—despite the fact both had jobs, college degrees, and savings accounts while
neither Peter nor Angelica had educational credentials beyond high school and only one
had a full-time job. In the middle class cultural milieu in which Lana and Russel resided,
marriage in the early twenties was almost scandalous. Meanwhile, the secular peers of
Angelica and Peter were engaged in another avenue of early family formation: having
children, albeit outside of wedlock. The decline of marriage and the rise of unmarried
parenthood among the poor and working class is well documented (e.g. Cherlin 2014;
Edin and Kefalas 2005). For Angelica and Peter, this was not an option because of their
religious beliefs dictated that marriage was the only legitimate context for sexuality.
Using in-depth interviews and embedded ethnographic observations of
Evangelical young adults of different social backgrounds, this dissertation illuminates the
importance of religion in shaping understandings of marriage and the family. I argue that
the current research underestimates the importance of religion in family formation
specifically and the trajectories of young adults in general. In particular, I show how
Evangelical youth defy mainstream expectations by marrying rather early. Though these
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behaviors are largely endorsed by respondents’ religious communities, their decisions are
sanctioned by secular and middle class influences, who emphasize the importance of
educational credentials, financial readiness, and individual identity exploration during
this life stage. While the theoretical literature argues that marriage is understood as the
crowning glory of a successful adult life, religious respondents understand marriage as a
fundamentally sacred endeavor. Nevertheless, I find that shared religious beliefs do not
necessarily lead to comparable trajectories, as social class continued to exert an important
influence on some aspects of family formation
Growing up today
A couple of generations ago, the young adults considered above would not have
been out of step with the rest of their generation in marrying early. The prosperity of
postwar American society allowed for a relatively early and stable accumulation of the
traditional milestones of adulthood— young people finished school, found work,
established themselves financially, married, and became parents quickly and mostly in
that order (Fussell and Furstenberg 2005). For instance, more than 60% of men and
nearly 80% of women in 1960 were married with children (Fussell and Furstenberg 2005,
p.32). Things have changed dramatically since the middle of the twentieth century,
however. The lengthening of education has delayed the transition into the workforce for
many (Osgood et al. 2005) while the dissolution of the once stable manufacturing sector
has alienated and untethered the working class (Silva 2013). Women’s rising labor force
participation and the sexual revolution have altered the norms surrounding marriage and
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parenthood (Goldin and Katz 2002). Becoming an adult no longer happens quickly or in
the orderly sequence of events that it did in the 1950s and 1960s (Mouw 2005).
As a result, the average twenty-something is often somewhere “in between”
adolescence and adulthood (Arnett 2006). Developmental psychologist Jeffrey Arnett
(2006) thus describes the period from roughly age 18 through 29 as “emerging
adulthood” and describes it as a life stage characterized by instability, self-focus, and
identity exploration. Emerging adults are more or less free of their parents’ dominion—
although many are still heavily dependent on the material support of their kin. They may
have graduated from school but have not yet established themselves in a career. And they
may be romantically involved but not ready to consider marriage.

The changing face of marriage
Young adults are not marrying like they used to. But their behavior must be
framed within a larger understanding of the historic and demographic trends that have
reshaped the American family (Cherlin 2010a; Fitch and Ruggles 2000). At the heart of
this transformation has been the changing face of marriage.
In the prosperous economy that encouraged young marriages, partners relied on a
traditionally gendered division of labor to reach their highest economic potential (Becker
1993). In other words, people seemed to marry because together they were more efficient
than they were separately. One partner, typically the man, would specialize in paid labor
while the other, typically the woman, specialized in the domestic sphere (Becker 1993).
But economic restructuring has all but done-away with the single-earner family. More
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recent interpretations propose a new financial baseline for marriage: one in which both
partners need to be already established financially before committing to a marriage—
rather than relying on the potential for specialization and exchange (Sweeney 2002).
In addition to the shifting economic baselines for marriage, some scholars take a
step further—arguing that marriage’s very meaning has been rewritten because of this
new landscape. The most prominent theorization of marriage in the sociology of the
family posits that it is best understood to be an “individual achievement.” As Cherlin
(2010b:142) explained:
Marriage… has become the ultimate merit badge… It shows you have acquired
the resources necessary for wedded life: a decent job, a good education, and the
ability to attract a partner who is likely to treat you fairly, be loyal, and stay with
you indefinitely.
Thus, marriage is something that happens only after an individual starts a life on their
own and has their ducks in a row already. A wedding signals that one has “arrived” as a
successful adult (Cherlin 2010b).
We can see the effects of this new understanding of marriage in two places. First,
a marriage divide has emerged between the middle class and the working class and the
poor (Goldstein and Kenney 2001). Those in better economic circumstances—such as
those with higher earnings, more education, and better career prospects—are more likely
to marry than those without these advantages (Harknett and Kuperberg 2011; Lichter,
Zhenchao Qian, and Mellott 2006; Nakosteen and Zimmer 1997; Oppenheimer 2003;
Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim 1997; Raley 1996). While the poor and working class
esteem marriage an ideal, they feel the economic and cultural criteria for the union is
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beyond their grasp (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Edin and Nelson 2013; Smock, Manning, and
Porter 2005).
The notion of marriage as a personal achievement may also explain why young
adults increasingly delay the exchange of vows (Cherlin 2010b). In 1960, the median age
at first marriage was 23 for men and 20 for women; in 2011, the median age at first
marriage was 29 for men and 27 for women (Cohn et al. 2011). Studies of young adults
frequently describe them as ambivalent towards marriage (Arnett 2006; Kefalas et al.
2011; Settersten and Ray 2010). Given the confusion and instability of this life stage, it
seems many young adults opt to put off entry into this institution, as they instead
establish themselves financially and sort themselves out individually first.
And yet—although outside the norm—some young adults do not put off marriage
at all. In fact, nearly one-third of all young women and one-fourth of all young men wed
before their 24th birthday (Regnerus and Uecker 2011). These unions are often
acknowledged very briefly in accounts of young adulthood, typically as aberrant cases
(i.e. Settersten and Ray 2010).Yet, the limited research suggests that they are more than
just aberrant. These young adults are different—because most of them are religious,
much more religious than their later marrying peers. We do not know, however, how they
understand marriage, its baselines, and its trajectories. But, the limited research available
suggests that they are not simply aberrant. They are just different—because most of them
are religious, much more religious than their later marrying peers.
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Religion, marriage, and young adulthood
Historically, family and religion were mutually reinforcing institutions (Thorton
1985). Marriage and parenthood were key predictors of religious participation (Marler
1995) while religious communities promoted “pro-family” values and behaviors (Hertel
and Hughes 1987). Yet, marriage is increasingly postponed by young adulthoods and the
shape of religion in young adulthood has shifted considerably.
Young adulthood is inherently unstable and young adults often have limited
and/or transient commitment to social roles and institutions. Throughout their twenties,
many young people cycle through jobs and educational pursuits (Furstenberg, Rumbaut,
and Settersten 2005), frequently establish and then change residences (Sandberg-Thoma,
Snyder, and Jang 2015), and are disengaged with politics and civic life (Smith et al.
2011). Thus, the average young adult is disconnected religiously, although they might
hold theological and spiritual beliefs (Smith and Snell 2009). Laying down roots
encourages participation in religious institutions—but the overall delay in attaining adult
statuses seems to diminish church attendance during these unsettled years (Wuthnow
2010). Overall, while the proportion of adults who rarely or seldom attend church has
been increasing, the percentage that attend regularly has remain roughly the same over
the past ten years (Lipka 2013).
Yet while many are disconnected, there is also a plurality of young adults strongly
invested in their religious beliefs and deeply embedded in religious communities. Smith
and Snell describe two typologies of emerging adults that maintain strong religious
beliefs and practices—“the Devoted” – approximately 5% of young adults— and “the
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Regular” –approximately 14% of young adults (2009:259). Of course, these beliefs and
practices look different across religious traditions. And some religious traditions fare
better than others at keeping their young adults in the fold. Evangelical churches tend to
retain their young adult members and those members are the most strongly committed to
their churches (Wuthnow 2010).
Emerging adulthood looks different for these religious young adults, especially
when it comes to family formation. Although they are not necessarily less likely to be
sexually active during adolescence (Regnerus 2007), Evangelical young adults have
stronger opposition to premarital sex than those from other religious traditions (Pearce
and Thornton 2007) and they tend to avoid the “hook-up” culture that many of their
college-age peers engage in (Freitas 2015). Marriage is also on their mind sooner than
their peers (Ellison, Burdette, and Glenn 2011). Young adults from this religious tradition
are less likely to attend higher education (Darnell and Sherkat 1997), arguably at least
partially due to their early family formation behavior (Fitzgerald and Glass 2008, 2014;
Glass and Jacobs 2005). Indeed, higher proportions of Evangelicals marry at young ages
than those of other religious traditions (Hammond, Cole, and Beck 1993; Uecker 2014;
Uecker and Stokes 2008; Xu et al. 2005), with approximately 48% of Evangelical women
and 36% of Evangelical men marrying before age 24 (Regnerus and Uecker 2011).
That Evangelicals wed young, and potentially without reaching the milestones as
predicted by the research on marriage, has been discussed elsewhere (e.g., Uecker 2014).
However, sociology still lacks a clear understanding of why these young adults marry
sooner and at younger ages than their peers. Rather than pursue means for individual
22

attainment, such as higher education and career progression, these young people launch
their adulthood by becoming spouses. The emphasis on family, commitment, and
religious faith among this group seems to defy the expectations of emerging adulthood
more generally. While there are strong indications that religion shapes the priorities and
pathways of young adults, its role in family formation has been underexamined in the
literature and unexplored qualitatively.

What about divorce?
Of course, any discussion of contemporary marriage in the United States would
be incomplete without an examination of divorce. As discussed above, people
increasingly get married at later ages and also less often. In addition, the proportion of
marriages that dissolve saw a marked uptick since the 1940s, particularly in the 1970s
(Teachman, Tedrow, and Crowder 2000). Even after reaching a divorce plateau in the
1980s (Goldstein 1999), some researchers predicted that two-thirds of all first marriages
would end in divorce or separation (Martin and Bumpass 1989). However, more recent
estimates suggest that less than half of all first marriages will end in divorce (Schoen and
Standish 2001).
These overall numbers, however, obscure the substantial diversity in divorce risk.
A great deal of research has focused on the predictors of divorce, including
sociodemographic, economic, and interpersonal risk factors (for a thorough review, see
Amato 2010). Indeed, variety of issues leave a couple more vulnerable to marriage
dissolution. For instance, educationally heterogenous couples are more likely to divorce
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(Tzeng 1992). Divorce also “runs in families,” such that children whose parents divorced
are more likely to divorce themselves (Amato and DeBoer 2001). Marital disagreements
over finances are also strongly related to divorce risk (Dew, Britt, and Huston 2012).
One of the most well-known and consistent findings in the research on predictors
of divorce is age at marriage. That is, those that marry in the teens or very early twenties
are more likely to divorce than their peers who marry at early ages (Booth and Edwards
1985; Lehrer 2008; Raley and Bumpass 2003). On the other hand, marriages that begin
past the late twenties are typically less stable (Glenn, Uecker, and Love 2010; Lehrer
2008).
Young adults who marry at particularly early ages, such as those described in the
introduction, thus may be on a track for disruption. On the other hand, they may also be
buffered from the dangers of marital dissolution. Notably, religiosity is routinely
demonstrated to improve relationship quality and stability (Call and Heaton 1997; Lichter
and Carmalt 2009; Wolfinger and Wilcox 2008). How young adults understand divorce
as a concept and their willingness to consider it as a possibility within their own
relationships is likely shaped by their background—including their religious beliefs. On
the other hand, the vulnerable position that early-married young people may find
themselves in—with limited social support and financial resources, for instance—will
also inevitably play a role in the development of these relationships.
The study
This dissertation is based on interviews with 87 partnered and religiously active
Evangelical (Steensland et al. 2000) young adults aged 18-29, of different social class
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backgrounds. I limited my sample to individuals who were partnered (dating, married, or
engaged) to best capture the place of romance, commitment, and family life among this
population. I recruited respondents to be between ages 18-29 to speak with young adults
most directly engaged in family formation behaviors, particularly in terms of the
likelihood of early marriage. Respondents were all religiously active Evangelical
Christians (Steensland et al. 2000), either attending church or another religious activity
(such as Bible study) on a regular basis.
I recruited individuals but made an effort to interview both partners in a couple. In
the end, I ended up with in-depth interviews with 87 respondents, 60 interviews of which
were with both members of a couple— almost always interviewed individually. Among
the couples, 18 were married, 3 were engaged, and 9 were dating. I also interviewed 27
respondents who were also partnered but whose partner is not in the sample.
While I consider individual respondents to be the unit of analysis, it certainly
would have been ideal to capture “complete couples” all of the time. Despite my best
efforts, it could be difficult to schedule interviews with young adults—particularly those
who were dating or engaged (and thus not sharing a residence with their partners).
Nevertheless, similar themes emerged among respondents who partner was also
interviewed and respondents whose partner was not interviewed. My interviews captured
respondents’ perspectives of their own personal relationships but also their
understandings of family life, marriage, and religion more widely.
Given their relatively young age and the uncertainty of their own trajectories, I
categorize respondents based on their socioeconomic background. In keeping with
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previous studies (Lareau 2011), I consider respondents to be “middle class” if at least one
of their parents achieved a bachelor’s degree and a job that involved some degree of
autonomy and/or supervision of others, such as teachers, lawyers, accountants, and
computer programmers.8 In contrast, I consider respondents to be “working class” if
neither of their parents received bachelor’s degrees and obtained middle-class jobs, such
as those with a high school diploma or less, some college, or an associate’s degree who
had jobs such as construction workers, mechanics, nursing aids, or clerical workers. In
the case of respondents from single-parent homes, I coded them on the basis of their
primary caregiver’s social class background.
Approximately 64% of the sample hails from a middle-class background (56 out
of 87) while the remainder hail from working class roots (31 out of 87). There is slight
racial variation in the sample, with 5 respondents identifying as Black, 2 respondents as
Asian, 5 respondents as Latino, and 2 respondents as biracial. The sample is composed of
slightly more women than men (46 versus 41). Of these, 16 women were interviewed
without their partner while only 11 men were interviewed without their partner in the
sample. Please see Appendix A for tables with further descriptions of the sample and
respondent couples.
I met respondents primarily through churches, young adult Bible studies, and
religious colleges and universities. To recruit potential interviewees, I distributed fliers,
contacted pastors or other religious leaders, and asked respondents to pass on my study

8

In general, almost all respondents’ parents who had a bachelor’s degree or more had a “middle class job.”
The exception to this rule were the handful of respondents who had a mother with a bachelor’s degree who
had not worked outside the home.
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through word of mouth. I almost always met respondents after first going through a
gatekeeper—either a pastor, religious leader, or a previous respondent. I introduced
myself as a graduate student who was completing a dissertation on how young adults
understand romantic relationship and marriage and asked if it would be possible to either
attend their church or distribute my contact information. For instance, my recruitment
email explained,
I’m really interested in how people think about marriage and how they decide
when to get married! To find out, I’ve been interviewing young adults who are in
dating, engaged, or married relationships. What that looks like is that we talk for
about 60-90 minutes about things like people’s family backgrounds, their love
lives, their religious beliefs, and their thoughts on marriage and family life more
generally.
In some cases, I reached out to specific “young marrieds” groups at churches and
particularly explained,
I’m especially interested in meeting people who marry relatively early. And
since many people that get married fairly “young” are religiously devout, I’ve
been trying to meet folks through churches or other types of young adult groups.
Religious leaders differed in their response to these requests, although most were
happy to meet with me and help in some capacity. Contacts through local religious
schools put me in touch with personnel at alumni offices, who distributed information
about the study. I also utilized snowball sampling from previous respondents and always
attempted to interview both partners in a couple.
The interviews were semi-structured in nature. The clear majority of the
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interviews were conducted individually with the respondent. 9 Open-ended questions
explored respondents’ backgrounds, family and peer relationships, religious beliefs, love
lives, and general understandings of marriage and family life. Most interviews were 60 to
90 minutes in length. The respondents received $20 stipends in thanks for their time. The
interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed verbatim. After each, I wrote
detailed field notes describing what transpired during the meeting time and the overall
interaction with the respondent.
In addition to the interview data, I also engaged in participant observation with
three couples who were individually interviewed in the project. Altogether, I spent
approximately 30 in total hours “shadowing” these couples—attending church with them,
meeting their friends and extended family, following them along on errands, sharing
meals with them, playing with their children and pets, and attending social events
including an engagement party and baby shower. These experiences offered insight into
the larger context of their relationship and allowed me to see how the couple interacted
with peers, family members, and religious communities. I approached several couples
where both partners had been interviewed and where to see if they would be willing to
allow me to shadow them. In addition, this portion of the project was mentioned in the
informed consent form, which all interview participants signed, as something they were
free to volunteer for if they were interested. Although many people were initially “open”
to the idea, several couples eventually recanted—cited scheduling difficulties. In the end,
9

In four cases, I jointly interviewed a young married couple with both partners in the room due to time
constraints on the part of the respondents. No deviations from the general pattern of findings were observed
in either case. In another four cases—separate from the above— I conducted Skype interviews with
respondents who had moved out of the area and I was unable to secure an in-person interview with. Each
Skype interview took place one-on-one with the respondent.
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I spent roughly 4-15 hours each with the following couples, who received $200 for
participating in this stage of the data collection process.


Aubrey, age 23 and Shawn, age 27, are both upwardly mobile white college
graduates who hailed from working class Evangelical origins. The couple met in
college and wed after graduation. Aubrey became pregnant and gave birth over
the course of the project. With Aubrey and Shawn, I attended church, a religious
class, errands and meal preparation, an extended family outing, and their baby
shower.



Melanie, age 22 and biracial, and Vincent, age 22 and white, had met in
community college. They both came from working class backgrounds and were
newly converted Evangelicals. Vincent obtained a college degree by the close of
the study while Melanie pursued a certificate in ultrasound technology. I attended
their engagement party and accompanied Melanie on wedding preparation outings
(like the florist), before they lost touch.



Jamielynn, age 26, and Evan, age 28, were white married respondents who first
met in high school. Both of their parents had college degrees, although only Evan
received a bachelor’s degree. The couple wed when they were 20 and 22,
respectively. They had one son, who was two years old. I went to their house
three times for several hours, including with an evening when they had friends
over.

In addition, I also draw on ethnographic observation of some religious events and
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meetings that I was invited to over the course of my field work, such as bible studies,
Sunday services, and youth rallies.
Transcripts and field notes were coded using the qualitative data analysis software
Atlas.ti. After reading through the bulk of my transcribed interviews, I employed a
strategy of “open coding,” (LaRossa 2005). During this period, I focused on key
categories and themes, such as “dating and courtship” “outside reaction to relationship,”
and “financial struggles.” After completing an initial round of coding, I embarked on
“axial coding,” (LaRossa 2005) where I explored subcategories of the previous codes and
additional topics of analysis. For instance, I added an additional two codes about dating
to further investigate the distinctive elements of respondents’ dating relationships:
“beliefs about dating,” which captured general discussions about respondents’
descriptions about the purpose of dating, their avoidance of casual relationships, and
negative impressions of the hook-up culture, and “seriousness of relationship,” which
specifically focused on the level of intentionality in their current relationships. Similarly,
I noted outside reactions to relationship were often described as negative in nature. I
created two more codes, “pressure to marry,” and “pressure not to marry,” in the cases of
explicit censoring or insistence. Additionally, I also realized that—in some cases—the
roles of previous relationships (especially with non-Christians) were discussed as
important and illustrative. So, in the second round of coding, I added a code called “expartner” to capture discussions of past relationships. Please see Appendix B and
Appendix C for the interview guide and reflections on my role in the field.
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Organization of dissertation
Rather than a marker of a successful adult life, Evangelical young adults view
marriage as a sacred endeavor. Because their religious beliefs valorize this institution,
their pathways prioritize marriage at early ages—sometimes at the expense of the other
tasks of young adulthood, including educational and career goals. These tendencies go
against the accepted wisdom in the sociology of the family, that marriage is best
understood as an “achievement” and the crowning glory of an adult identity. Although
both working class and middle class Evangelical use religious language and reasoning to
explain marriage and relationships, their class divisions continue to impact family
formation.
Chapter one introduces the unique cultural expectations for romance and sexual
behavior within the Evangelical community, which ultimately encourage early marriage.
Much of the current literature on young adults’ romantic lives and their sexual behavior
focus on fleeting interactions—such as the hook-up culture (Bogle 2008)— or nonmarital/pre-marital unions—such as cohabitation (Goodwin, Mosher, and Chandra 2010).
Religious participation and affiliation tends to wane during the young adult years (Smith
and Snell 2009) and adult privileges— like sex, alcohol, and drugs— are frequent objects
of attention for college students, even for those not deeply embedded in the party scene
(Clydesdale 2007). Yet, the limited research on sex and religion on Evangelical college
campuses suggests religious beliefs encourage sexual restraint and campus norms
encourage monogamous pairing (Freitas 2015).
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My findings suggest that while their secular peers avoid committed relationships
at young ages, Evangelical young adults prepare to wed young and relatively fast. My
interviews with respondents reveal a distinctive approach to dating which ultimately
influences early marital unions. Concerns about sexual purity are paramount for these
nuptial decisions. Pragmatically, dating relationships functioned as on-ramps for
marriage, where the potential for exchanging vows was considered even before pursuing
a casual dating relationship in the first place. This approach to romantic relationships and
marriage was shared by the majority of respondents, regardless of their social class
background.
In chapter two, I examine how respondents understand the necessary baselines to
marriage readiness as predicted by the literature. If adult stability and financial resources
were reliable predictors of marital timing for Evangelical young adults, we would expect
them to be thoroughly “settled” at the time they exchange vows. Perhaps they simply had
their ducks in a row at earlier ages than their secular peers? In chapter two I show that,
contrary to expectations, many of my respondents wed or plan to wed in precarious
economic circumstances and invoked theological language in their dismissal of this
baseline. Their actions runs counter to the wisdom from numerous studies on the
importance of financial stability to predicting marriage entry marry (Harknett and
Kuperberg 2011; Oppenheimer 2003; Oppenheimer et al. 1997; Raley 1996), as well as
theoretical understandings of marriage as an achievement (Cherlin 2010b; Edin and
Kefalas 2005).
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While respondents from both working class and middle class backgrounds
married at early ages and in uncertain economic situations, they were met with varying
levels of support. In addition, there were notable exceptions to this trend of marrying
prior to financial stability was established. Upwardly mobile respondents and those
hailing from difficult childhood economic circumstances delayed marriage until
economic stability was met, despite their otherwise similar religious beliefs. Moreover,
the financial sensibilities of respondents from different social class backgrounds sharply
differ when it comes to the timelines of parenthood. Middle class respondents delay
childbearing until a financial baseline is met. In contrast, the working class continued to
rely on theological understandings around the proper timing of this transition and often
became parents quickly after their weddings.
In chapters three and four, I examine the wider reaction to early marital timelines.
Perhaps because marriage is conceived of as an individual marker of success, little
sociological research has addressed how the social context of young adult romantic
relationships lend themselves—or do not lend themselves—to marriage. Given the
valorization of marriage and parenthood in Evangelical communities, we might expect
strong social support for young adults to wed as soon as possible. On the other hand,
early marriages might be stigmatized as they are outside of the norm for most young
adults.
In chapter three, I demonstrate that dating with the intent to marry young was met
with support from respondents’ religious peers, but overt sanctioning from secular peers.
In addition, strangers and members of the public often censored early married
33

respondents. Marrying at an early age—or even dating seriously at an early age—ran
contrary to a mainstream understanding of emerging adulthood and its normative
pathways.
In chapter four, I examine how early marriage was additionally censored among
middle class respondents. Overall, middle class respondents faced heavier pushback from
their families and contacts in educational and professional realms (such as professors and
coworkers) for pursuing marriage prior to securing their educational and professional
footholds. In contrast, working class respondents generally did not experience strong
disapproval from family members or work colleagues, even when their overall
trajectories were unsettled.
I close by discussing the theoretical implication of these findings and suggest
future lines of research. Overall, I find that religion and social class interact to impact
Evangelicals’ family formation in ways unanticipated by the literature. While religion
guides Evangelical young adults to marriage quickly and at early ages, social class
remains a robust influence on their trajectories. In particular, I consider how the varying
levels of resources and support available to middle and working class Evangelicals may
affect future social mobility and the stability of their unions.
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CHAPTER 1: Sexuality, Courtship, and Relationship Trajectories
The median age at first marriage is 27 for women and 29 for men (Copen et al.
2012). Conversely, the average age of sexual debut is 17 for both men and women
(National Center for Health Statistics 2017b). This poses a rather strong pressure on
young people in their romantic lives. While Evangelical Protestantism has long been
concerned with the sexual purity of adolescents (Moslener 2015), societal norms have
diverged from religious expectations.
Indeed, while most young people aspire to marry (Willoughby and Hall 2015)—
and are projected to marry (Goldstein and Kenney 2001), romantic relationships and sex
may occur for years before the exchange of rings. Nearly 90% of men and women have
premarital sex (National Center for Health Statistics 2017a). Much of this sex occurs not
with one’s future spouse—but with a variety of partners prior to marriage.
Given that marriage happens towards the end of the twenties or the early thirties,
romantic partnership in emerging adulthood is often fairly casual. By and large,
relationships are just one of many concerns for young people— and researchers find that
emerging adults are generally more preoccupied with career advancement than romantic
relationships (Ranta, Dietrich, and Salmela-Aro 2014). On college campuses, scholars
report that the “hook-up culture”—where young people engage in sexual activity outside
of a committed romantic relationship—is rampant (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Bogle
2008; Claxton and Dulmen 2013; Owen et al. 2010; Stinson 2010). In other words, sex is
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happening outside of dating relationships and dating relationships are often distinct from
marital relationships.
The story changes, however, when religion is added into the mix. The hook-up
culture is all but absent on Evangelical college campuses, where nonmarital sex is still
considered taboo (Burdette et al. 2009; Freitas 2015). Smith and Snell (Smith and Snell
2009) report that young adults who regularly attend religious activities have a higher age
at first sexual intercourse, fewer sexual partners, and are less likely to have had
intercourse within casual relationships. Other research similarly shows that religion
promotes pro-marriage behaviors and values. Among a random sample of unmarried
college-educated women, high measures of subjective religiosity were associated with
higher expectations to marry within the next five to ten years (Ellison et al. 2011). In
contrast, religious non-affiliation and low levels of religiosity are associated with “nontraditional” family patterns (Thorton, Axinn, and Hill 1992).
In this chapter, I will review how respondents understand marriage, sexuality, and
romantic relationships. Following this discussion, I will describe how these beliefs took
action in the romantic lives of respondents, specifically with regard to the intentionality
of their dating relationships, their sexual boundaries, and the normative pressures that
encouraged early marriages.
“God established marriage”: The institution of marriage as sacred
For Evangelicals, marriage is more than just a social institution or an individual
achievement. Rather, marriage is something that is innately religious in meaning and
function. Consequently, respondents used theological language to explain the purpose of
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marriage and their opinions on the proper timing and trajectories of romantic
relationships. Respondents saw marriage as a gift from God, a way to be supported and in
fellowship with another Christian, and an expression of Jesus’s love for the church.
Many respondents invoked the second creation story in the book of Genesis to
explain how marriage was a gift from God that was instituted from the very beginning of
humanity. In the story, God creates the first man, Adam, and gives him dominion over all
creation. God observes that Adam is alone and seeks out a companion for him—
eventually creating Eve, the first woman, from Adam’s rib. 10 Eve is then referred to as
Adam’s wife, thus making their union the first marriage in scripture.
Greg, a 26-year-old white man, met me at 7 a.m. one weekday morning. Drinking
black coffee, Greg made time to talk to me before he headed off to work for his sister’s
sporting store. Greg followed in his father’s footsteps and went to a Christian college and
eventually obtained an MBA. Asked about the purpose of marriage, Greg immediately
invoked this Biblical account. He says:
I believe in the Book of Genesis… that there literally was an Adam and Eve, and
God created Adam first and then created Eve for Adam. And he [God] said “it’s
not good for man to be alone,” so he created Eve as kind of a companion.
10

Below are the relevant versus from scripture:
“The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.”
Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the birds in the sky. He
brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living
creature, that was its name.
So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. But for Adam no
suitable helper was found.
So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the
man’s ribs and then closed up the place with flesh.
Then the LORD God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the
man.
The man said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she
was taken out of man.” (Genesis 2:18-23, New International Version)
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Vincent, a 22-year-old white man, was primarily raised by his father, who worked
as a service technician. When his plans to enlist in the army after high school fell
through, Vincent enrolled at a local community college, where he met his future fiancé,
Melanie. Now a full-time college student and aspiring police officer, Vincent was
scheduled to be wed the following fall. Like Greg, Vincent also invoked the Genesis
account in explaining marriage. He said:
…Throughout the whole first few chapters of Genesis, after God creates things
each and every day, he says, “this is good,” “this is good,” “this is good,” and
then the first time he says it’s “not good” is when he’s speaking of Adam or man
being alone. Then you get this whole creation of God-ordained marriage and what
it means to have a partner. From a biblical standpoint, it’s very obvious that
marriage is supposed to happen, made to happen, for the most part, and is there
for incredible reasons.
Elise, a 26-year-old white woman who married at age 22, soothed her infant while
we chatted in her living room and I tried to distract her barking dog. While Elise had
graduated from college and worked as a music teacher, neither of her parents had gone
beyond high school. I was unable to interview Elise’s husband, who worked erratic hours
as a phone salesman. Elise explained that God created marriage for the benefits of
humans and their spiritual journeys. She said:
I think God designed marriage because we need each other, we need a
companion. You know, where I might lack, [my husband’s] there to fill in and be
my support system and vice-versa. There’s qualities about a man that a woman
doesn’t really have and vice versa and I think they’re meant to complement each
other. And so, I think that marriage is there to make us more well-rounded
because we have each other to lean on. And also to show the rest of the world
what love is and how Christ loved us and stuff and that we love each other.
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Respondents also saw marriage as a way of communing with God and reflecting
his love for the world. That is, marriage was a relationship not just between a husband
and wife, but between the couple and God. Specifically, it is a representation of Jesus’s
love for the church and is thus intended to be reflective of a sacrificial love to the rest of
the world.
Casey, a 22-year-old white man who married at age 20, was the son of an
ophthalmologist and homemaker. At the time of the interview, Casey was living in
married students’ housing at a religious college while his wife finished her bachelor’s
degree at his alma mater. Nestled at a corner table at Starbucks, Casey reflected on
passages from the book of Ephesians, where Christian marriage is compared to the
relationship between Jesus and the church. 11 He said,
I think God established marriage. And I think actually the point of all of the
universe, all of history, is the display and magnification of God’s glory. And I
think marriage was uniquely designed. Paul talks about this a lot in the New
Testament, but I think marriage was uniquely designed to point toward Christ’s
relationship with the church. So, in marriage, two are joined together and what’s
mine is hers and what’s hers is mine. And in a similar way, the Bible talks about
Christ being joined to the Church of Christ, serving sacrificially his bride, the
11

“Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.

For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the
Savior.
Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her
to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word
and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish,
but holy and blameless.
In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves
himself.
After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the
church— for we are members of his body.” (Ephesians 5:22-30, New International Version).
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church, serving even to the point of death, and because of that being joined
together and what’s his is ours and what’s our is his.
Autumn, a 19-year-old white woman, was in her sophomore year of a college. She
attended the same religious school as her brother did, after both had converted to
Evangelical Christianity. Both Autumn and her brother were upwardly mobile— their
father was a construction worker and mother worked in retail. Autumn offer similar
sentiments to Casey with regards to marriage’s religious purpose. She explained:
I think that marriage is meant to be the coming together of both a husband and a
wife who generally love each other and want to spend the rest of their lives
together, and also God. I think that it's not just a two-way thing, it's not supposed
to be just two halves but three. And that God is supposed to be centered in the
relationship and that you should be moving more and more towards God to be
towards each other…
Paul, a 23-year-old white man engaged to be married, met me at a coffee shop
close to the church where he worked. Paul’s father was a youth pastor before he received
his doctorate and Paul was following in his footsteps. While he believed that marriage
had an explicitly spiritual component for Christians, Paul also believed that it was an
inherently “good” thing in general. Paul told me:
…I just kind of think of it as non-believers who get married, it’s still something
that is instituted by God. For the most part, I think our culture, like it’s kind of
become trendy now to get married in churches. I don’t know how much people
believe about— it’s probably more of “I love this person, they make me happy, so
I want to get married.” Probably today it’s like “we don’t really need to get
married, we can just have friends with benefits or just kind of hang out”, but I
think [marriage is] a good thing, because especially helping starting families, it’s
a commitment that’s lifelong. So, when marriage is done right, it really reflects
God’s love. I think there’s a lot of people who don’t have their faith and trust in
Christ who have been committed to somebody who still reflects God even they
may not even know it.
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Although marriage was held in very high esteem, respondents were also cautious
to explain that there were alternative callings other than traditional heterosexual marriage.
Notably, this very rarely included cohabitation or same-sex partnerships as a viable
alternative.12 Rather, some respondents explained that select people might be called to
singleness. In their understanding, there was a dichotomy: either single or marriage, but
nothing was intended to be “in between” for the long-haul.
Respondents offered scriptural support for their position on marriage or singleness
by referring directly or indirectly to selections from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians,
where he encourages believers to remain unmarried if possible. 13 Isobel, a 21-year-old
Latina woman who was engaged to be married, spoke with me in the cafeteria of her
public college. The daughter of a project manager and real estate broker, Isobel was on
track to graduate with a degree in accounting. In explaining that not everyone was meant
to marry, Isobel invoked the Biblical account. She said:
I don’t think everyone in the world is meant to get married… I think there’s
people who— and the Bible is very clear— that there are people who are meant to
be single for their lives, that’s just how it is. And that’s okay.

12

One respondent, Phillip—a 24 year old married white man— indicated his openness to heterosexual
polygamy after the interview. A few hours after we met, I received an email that stated:
I mentioned that fornication = marriage, what I didn't mention (because it wasn't relative to the
question at the moment) was that I believe there's a solid case that the Bible condones polygamy.
There are of course rules and such pertaining to this. So if a guy is going to be fornicating all over
the place (like they do) I believe they are responsible for those women, where judgement comes in
is when one or more is neglected as a result.
13

“I wish that all of you were as I am. But each of you has your own gift from God; one has this gift,
another has that.
Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, as I do.
But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with
passion.” (1 Corinthians 7:7-9, New International Version)
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I first met Richard, a 20-year-old black man, at a large young adults meeting of a
Southern Baptist congregation, where he was leading worship. A few days later, we met
at a local coffee shop to discuss his relationship and views on marriage. After his parents
divorced, Richard spent most of his time with his mother, who had attended (but not
graduated from) college and held an office job. For his part, Richard was enrolled at a
community college and hoping to pursue a career in information technology. Like Isobel,
Richard clarified the acceptability of singleness—but not of cohabitation. The following
exchange underscores his beliefs:
Patricia:

Are there alternatives to being married, like is it not something for
everyone?

Richard:

Yeah, I believe some people are called to be single.

Patricia:

Sometimes people say living together and not getting married is an
alternative.

Richard:

I would say I guess an alternative to not being married is just being
single or living with a roommate. But I would say with the same
gender, just because living with the opposite gender could bring up
temptation and might result in a kid or something.

Finally, respondents’ belief in the importance of marriage was further
underscored by their aversion to divorce. The vast majority of respondents spoke
negatively of divorce and considered it something that occurred too frequently in
contemporary society.
Doug, a 25-year-old white male who had been dating his girlfriend Autumn
(introduced above) for six months, made his distaste for divorce emphatically known in
the interview. While his father held a master’s degree, Doug did not attend college and
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worked in retail at an automotive parts store. Doug vehemently expressed his disapproval
towards divorce and only briefly stopped to consider if his words might offend me. He
said:
I just don't agree with divorce. I feel like it's a plague to society. Too many times
it messes with kids, it messes with your life. It's financially burdening. It's not a
good thing. And what's the point? You made a vow to stay together for your
entire life with someone. Why would you want to not to work on the little issues?
You've got to work at the little issues so they don't become big issues. You've got
to work at the little issues so they don't become big issues and come to divorce.
Everything can be worked out, mediated out. It's just people that are lazy and just
don't work on it that are getting divorced. No offense if someone in your family
[is divorced].
Jordan, a 21-year-old white man, sat down with me at a table in the cafeteria at his
Christian college. Jordan’s parents both held master’s degrees and he had plans to pursue
additional schooling to become a licensed clinical counselor. Jordan had been dating his
girlfriend, Katrina, for about a year at the time of his interview. Like Doug, Greg was
also extremely disapproving towards divorce. He said:
I think that divorce in our culture is used as a panic button, and I think that there's
less people willing to truly work through issues with another person or people that
may be rushing to marriage without truly knowing somebody or considering a lot
of the things to think about because there's that ability to just end it if you don't
want it. I think that it's almost a crutch to some people and that they can just
assume, "Oh, if this doesn't work, we can just get divorced, and we can just never
talk to each other again and move on from that."
The topic of divorce and its acceptability also arose during a bible study meeting I
attended, the theme of which was love and relationships. After an email exchange
introducing my project, I was invited to attend church with one of the leaders of the
young adults group and then join him for the bible study after the service. The following
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exchange from my field notes reveals how seriously divorce is discouraged in
Evangelical culture:
Theo [one of the group leaders, a white man in his mid-thirties] took up
the topic of women submitting to their husband. Theo said, “The bible does not
tell us the things that come naturally to them.” He explained that love came
naturally to women. They naturally love their husbands—but they must work to
respect them. In contrast, most men would gladly “die for their wives” but must
work to love them.
A white girl in her early twenties with long black hair and ripped leggings
asked about divorce. She wondered why we only discuss infidelity as an
acceptable reason to divorce and not abuse, especially if the bible was written in a
more patriarchal environment. “Do you feel this was omitted?” Allan [the other
leader, a 40-something white man] asked her. “I don’t know, I just don’t
understand…” she said sheepishly.
A bearded man in his late twenties in the corner jumped in to explain to
the girl, “It’s a covenant thing. If he’s abusing his wife he has broken the
covenant…” Otherwise, there was not a very strong response. The room was quiet
for a moment.
This segued into a lengthy exchange about divorce and the bylaws at the
church. Apparently, the bylaws state that men can’t be married more than once
and hold a leadership position. Why? Allan and Theo shifted in their seats and did
not offer answers. They discussed the Gospel story about the woman whose
stoning Jesus interrupted. What was Jesus writing in the dirt? Allan suggested he
was writing the names of her partners (who were in the crowd). Theo says it was
the different sins of the crowd.14

14

“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand
before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law
Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?”
They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. But Jesus bent down and
started to write on the ground with his finger.
When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let any one of you who is
without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”
Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.
At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with
the woman still standing there.” (John 8:3-9, New International Version)
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“Sex is something that God designed to be between husband and wife”: Beliefs about
sexuality, marriage, and childbearing
In discussing marriage, respondents inevitably brought up the physical and
reproductive components of romantic pairings. With very few exceptions, respondents
believed that a monogamous, heterosexual marriage was the only appropriate outlet for
sexuality. Ian, a 22-year-old white man who was engaged to be married, offered the
following eloquent and comprehensive statement of belief on the matter, saying, “I
believe sex is, it’s God-instituted, God-appointed and God-affirmed. It is for one man and
one woman within the confines of the union of marriage. That’s essentially my belief on
sex.”
Zoe, a 23-year-old married Latina woman, spoke me with in the front room of her
townhome while a small gray cat lounged on the coffee table between us. Although Zoe’s
mother was a certified CPA, she had promised Zoe’s birth mother that she would be a
homemaker, so she has not been in the workforce since Zoe was born. Zoe’s father
graduated from high school and supported the family through his salary as a police
officer. For her part, Zoe had graduated from an elite college—and met husband through
the campus ministry. Zoe also spoke of her religious beliefs surrounding sex, referring to
an oft-repeated phrase in scripture about “two becoming one.” 15 Zoe said:
I would say that sex is something that God designed to be between husband and
wife. I think that, it is something that even in Christian circles, there is a lot
15

See, for instance:

“That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh.”
(Genesis 2:24, NIV).
Other examples include Matthew 19:5, Mark 10:8, 1 Corinthians 6:16, and Ephesians 5:31.

45

conversation surrounding that about why is that true and why do we believe that. I
think that we often view like rules in the Bible as things that we are supposed to
adhere to, that God is trying to keep us from having fun or just wants us to have
strict guidelines to adhere to in order to follow him. But I think that it is really
designed with our best interests in mind. I have a lot of loved ones that I have
walked alongside who've had sex before getting married and then broken it off
and then it felt more like a divorce at that point in the break up. So, walking with
physical boundaries before marriage it a) makes the wedding night just more
unifying, but if things hadn’t worked out and we had broken up beforehand there
is not an added pain of separation. I really believe what scripture says to be true
about sex being really unifying and that you are one and that you wouldn’t want
to be one and we wouldn’t want to be one physically unless we were one living
under the same roof and committing to each other in other ways first.
Patrick was a 26-year-old black who married his girlfriend when they were both
still in high school. Raised by his grandmother, Patrick never considered going to college
but obtained his commercial driver’s license and worked in trucking for a few years after
tying the knot. Patrick described sex in reverent terms to me during our interview. After
adjusting in his seat so that his legs and arms were visible to me, Patrick placed his
forearms into a V-shape and gestured at his genitals at the word “there,” saying:
If you're talking about a marriage, then that right there is sacred. It's for you and
only for you. If you give it away to someone, that means you actually trust that
person and you actually love that person to stay with you forever.
In contrast to marriage, Patrick thoroughly disapproved of cohabitation—largely
because it was tainted by nonmarital sex. Asked if he thought it was a good idea for a
couple to live together before they got married, Patrick was adamant in his disapproval,
exclaiming:
Excuse me, hell no. Like I said, it goes into sex. If you're already living together,
you're pretending like it's a marriage, what's the point of getting married? Because
you've got everything that you already have. We're already screwing each other.
We already live together. We're already doing everything together. There's no
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vision. I already have it. There's no incentive to me to get married to you 'cause
I'm already living the married life. I think no. Hell no.
Likewise, homosexual actions and unions were also discouraged, even though
respondents were occasionally sheepish on this subject for fear of being seen as
politically incorrect. Claire, a 23-year-old white woman, worked as an aid to
developmentally disabled adults while she planned a wedding with her new fiancé. Her
father, who worked as a fitness trainer, died unexpectedly a year prior to the interview
and her mother worked part-time in fast food. When I asked Claire what her beliefs about
gay marriage were, she turned her head to scan the crowded café where we were eating
breakfast. Chuckling nervously, she said, “Am I allowed to even say this in public?” She
continued to explain that while she was ambivalent about gay marriage as a political
reality, she saw it is as opposed to her religious beliefs. Claire said, “Well, marriage is
supposed to be a covenant between you, your spouse, and God. And God says no about
gay marriage, then [in gay marriage] God's not really in the picture, is he?”
In addition to the unifying aspect of sexuality, some respondents also linked
martial sexuality with fertility. Marriage was understood as the ideal arrangement for the
bearing and rearing of children. Most respondents understood children as an important
part of marriage but did not believe it was an imperative for married couples to produce
children.
Samantha, a 19-year-old white woman and first-generation college student, was in
a serious relationship with her boyfriend. While she was careful to explain that sex was
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not just for procreation, she did agree that procreation was clearly an imperative for
marriage. She said,
Obviously for reproduction. I feel like that’s what we’re made for. We’re also
made to have male and female relationships so that we can enjoy another person,
like I do think that God made Eve so that Adam could enjoy her— it wasn’t just
so they could multiply. It was because God wanted Adam to enjoy somebody else
and I really appreciate that factor of marriage. I think it is part of reproduction,
like it’s good for socializing a child and creating new humans in the world that are
going to live on and create a legacy and teach other people in the world about
truth and family and relationships and God and education and all the things that
we are socialized about.
Peter, a 23-year-old white man described in the introduction who married his wife
at age 19, also saw procreation as an important component of marital sexuality—but did
not believe that children were a requirement.
And I would say, in some sense, the institution of marriage was also for
procreation. But I do not think that that’s binding for all married couples. I don’t
think that it’s a command from God for a married couple to procreate. Some of
my professors [at my religious college] would disagree.
While the vast majority of respondents were strongly anti-abortion, most accepted
contraception as a means of limiting or space births for married couples. Up until the
1930s, the majority of Protestant groups opposed contraception (see Wilde and Danielsen
2014). While denominations differ in their particular stance on contraception, most
Evangelical groups do not forbid it.
Laura, a 21-year-old white college student, was attending a religious college and
seriously dating her boyfriend. Growing up, Laura’s father worked as an accountant and
her mother helped to run a crisis pregnancy center. She cheekily gave a thumbs up when
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offering her affirmation for contraception. “Birth control I’m all for. I’m like, ‘go for
it.’… But abortion-wise, I’m very pro-life.”
Similarly, Bethany, also a white woman of 21, gave her assent to future
contraception. Bethany’s mother worked for an insurance company and her father was a
software engineer. Although she was not sexually active at the time of the interview,
Bethany had considered contraception for her married life. She said, “I’m definitely
going to use [contraception] and I think a lot of people should use it. I think everyone
should.”
Some respondents distinguished between the acceptability of barrier methods, like
condoms, and hormonal contraception or IUDs, which they considered to be potentially
abortifacient, in that they had the possibility of not just preventing conception but causing
the miscarriage of a fetus.16 Elizabeth, a 19-year-old white woman, was raised by her
audio technician father and homemaker mother, who also homeschooled her. Never
having enjoyed school, Elizabeth opted not to attend college and had found work as a
16

An advice section on the website of Focus on the Family (2010) , a conservative Christian organization
founded by Dr. James Dobson, ultimately advises against using IUDs or the birth control pill for fear of
abortifacient properties, saying:
Focus on the Family holds that all human life is sacred, and that life begins with fertilization—the
union of sperm and egg. We don't believe that it's wrong to prevent fertilization, but we oppose
any method of so-called "birth control" that functions as an abortifacient—that is to say, any
method that acts after fertilization to end a human life by preventing implantation in the womb.
Intrauterine Devices (IUDs) fall into this category.
Birth control pills have become controversial because some of them are believed to function as
abortifacients on some occasions. This is a complex matter, partly because there are many
different formulations of oral contraceptives. At present it appears that birth control pills
containing only progesterone do not reliably prevent ovulation. A similar mechanism of action
may be at work in implantable contraceptive Nexplanon. Progesterone-only pills may allow
fertilization to occur, with a greater chance that the pregnancy will be ectopic (outside the uterus).
If this is the case, we have to conclude that such pills are problematic for those who believe that
life begins at fertilization. For this reason, Focus on the Family recommends against the use of
these pills.
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nanny. Meanwhile, she was also engaged to be married. In preparation, Elizabeth
explained how she would diligently research her birth control options prior to marriage.
She said:
I don’t think it’s wrong to use [contraception] at all but I think there’s certain
kinds that are more towards abortion, I guess I’d say. Like I plan on using birth
control but I think I’m definitely gonna do my research to make sure it’s not
anything after conception.
Elizabeth’s fiancé, Ryan, offered similar sentiments. Ryan’s father had a graduate
degree in divinity, but Ryan opted to attend a technical high school and then immediately
join the work force as a mechanic. Asked his views on contraception, Ryan stated, “It
depends on what kind of birth control you use. Obviously some are more prone to trying
to get rid of the baby as opposed to trying to prevent the baby, if that makes sense.”
On the other hand, some respondents were aware of the controversy in some
Evangelical circles surrounding birth control but had come to a different conclusion than
their peers. David, a 26-year-old white man and graduate student, had first met his wife
when she was enrolled in his father’s college class. The couple remained chaste until
marriage and had discussions regarding the appropriateness of birth control. He
recounted:
We did wrestle through the IUD and then there is a copper insert or something
that creates an uninhabitable environment for sperm. So we were thinking, we
were like, you know, what does that do to the egg? So we did think about it. It
wasn't— there was intentionality to it, but we are totally fine with contraceptives.
By and large, respondents discussed sex within their religious worldview. In that
capacity, sex was intended for heterosexuals within the context of marriage. They
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acknowledged both that sex both unitive and reproductive aspects and were typically
against abortion but accepting of contraception, with the exception of some hormonal
methods.
“I don’t see the point in dating unless you’re thinking about marriage”: Attitudes
towards romantic relationships
In the past several years, popular reality television shows like “19 Kids and
Counting” have introduced the rest of the world to the concept of “courting.” The stars of
the TLC show, the Duggars, are fundamentalist Baptists who follow a strict set of rules
when it comes to romantic relationships, including dates that are chaperoned, parental
monitoring of all phone and text message conversations, and proscriptions against
physical contact (even hand-holding and kissing). The intent behind courtship is to “date
with a purpose,” with the purpose being an assessment of whether the partner could be a
potential spouse (Varma-White 2014).
While the Duggars represent a particularly strict adherence to “courtship,” the
notion of intentional dating is widespread in the Evangelical subculture as a whole. In
1997, then 21-year-old Joshua Harris, penned his first book, I Kissed Dating Goodbye
(Harris 2003), which has since sold nearly 2 million copies. Like the Duggars, Harris
rejected contemporary secular dating and emphasized group dates, parental involvement,
and sexual and emotional purity. 17
17

Since its publication, there has been significant criticism launched against Harris and his approach,
particularly with regards to his attitude towards women (Anne 2012; Lenz 2016; Marus 2001). Recently,
Joshua Harris has expressed remorse for the pain his book may have caused and has since questioned some
of his earlier views (Graham 2016). Likewise, other Evangelicals have written alternative responses to the
secular dating world that challenge Harris’s approach, such as Peterson and Peterson’s (2011) Are You
Waiting for the One? Cultivating Realistic, Positive Expectations for Christian Marriage.
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Only a handful of respondents described themselves as having “courted” in the
sense of the word popularized by the above media, with Jamielynn and her husband Evan
being among the few. Jamielynn was a 26-year-old white married wife and mother.
Although Jamielynn married her husband when she was 20, they had known each other
for longer. Specifically, they both attended the private Christian grade school and high
school, where Jamielynn’s parents taught. Jamielynn was the exception in that she used
the explicit word, “courtship” in describing her decision to pursue a romantic relationship
with her future husband, Evan. Sprawled out on her couch at home and looking up at the
ceiling, Jamielynn recalled:
[My dad] taught this Christian lifestyle class, I think it was called, and part of that
curriculum had to do with dating versus courting. What do we believe? What is
biblical? …I was 17 and in this very serious friendship with Evan [her future
husband], who at that point had moved like seven hours away and was living in
[far away town] going to school, and we were talking on the phone like every day,
writing letters. We had gotten really close. We knew we liked each other.
Everybody else knew we liked each other, but we hadn’t made it like this
exclusive relationship yet… Mostly because we were thinking, that’s not going to
fly with my dad so much, because we need to do this whole courting thing where
we need to move towards marriage…
So, it was really early on like as far as yeah, that’s why our dating relationship
began— because I was sitting in this class and we had literally been having
conversations like, “We’ve got to make this decision and let everybody know
what we’re doing or we really can’t be talking so much— like we’re too close.”
And we knew that. I had this sheet, it was my dad’s stuff, like “proper age for
thinking about such things” in parenthesis [was] 16 to 18 and I’m sitting in the
classroom like, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
…But I just remember being like, “This is ridiculous. I’m calling Evan tonight
and telling him that we need to start dating.” So, it was actually— I mean, it was
simple and it was actually a lot of thought and a lot of prayer. We wanted to
respect our parents. We really talked to— more me, but I sat down with my
parents after we discussed it. Evan came home on a couple different weekends.
We hung out just to talk about what will that look like? What does that mean?
How does that change our relationship now? Where are we going? Are we in this
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to potentially marry? Not like we were getting engaged, but more of that mindset
of like, “you’re somebody I can see myself marrying” versus “we’re going to date
for a little while for fun.” So, it was really serious. It was right off the bat kind of.
It was a very committed, very exclusive.
Again, Jamielynn and her husband were among only the handful of respondents
who described themselves as having “courted.” However, many more respondents were
familiar with the idea and would reference it in describing their attitudes towards
romantic relationships. The son of a high school chemistry teacher and part-time realtor,
Liam majored in history in college but was considering entering seminary when I
interviewed him in his home. Liam, a 25-year-old white man, was married to his wife,
Zoe (introduced above) for three years by the time he spoke with me. Liam referenced
courting—and Joshua Harris—by name in his recollection of how he decided to pursue a
romantic relationship with his future wife. In Liam’s case, courtship was a guiding
principal but was somewhat moderated by his pastor’s advice. Liam reflected:
Liam: …The idea, again, was my Josh Harris that the goal of dating is not fun
but marriage. I phrased it this way when we talked like if marriage was
never a legitimate future option for us while we were dating, there was no
point in it…
Patricia: Did you call it dating? Sometimes people call it courting?
Liam: Yeah, speaking of Josh Harris, we called it dating. And that was actually
my pastor pushing against me in some ways… My pastor encouraged me,
he’s like, “Liam, you need to ask her out on a date. Christian women are
sick of not being asked out. Like they want to be asked out on dates. Ask
her out on a date.” That was like really good for my soul, too.
While Liam’s approach to dating was modified slightly from a strictly courtship
model, it continued to be intentional and “serious.” Liam’s wife, Zoe, a 23-year-old
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Latina woman who was first described above, explained how marriage came up in
conversation on their very first date. Zoe recalled:
So, we actually talked about it from that very first date at [restaurant] when we
became boyfriend and girlfriend. It wasn’t like “I am going to marry you and I am
going to court you” or anything like that. But he said something to the effect that,
“I am dating you just not to have fun, ‘cause I would like to get married at some
point…” He used marriage as something that he hoped to be in the future and
something that we would have in the back of our minds as we were dating, that it
was not something that was set in stone but something that we had as a hope…
In general, the vast majority of respondents intended to “date with purpose.” They
did not necessarily follow the strict rules associated with courting, such as always having
chaperones. However, they considered romantic relationships not as casual arrangements
but as spending time with their future spouse—or at least determining if their partner
could be a future spouse. James, a 25-year-old white man and history teacher, had known
his wife, Kara, since they were both in middle school. Specifically, they had met through
a group for homeschoolers that gathered at the church that James’s father pastored. While
James and Kara had known each other a while, they did not start a relationship until it
could be potentially premarital in nature. He explained:
I think just with speaking, both of our parents were kind of in agreement, and we
kind of were of the agreement too, we didn’t really want to start dating until we
were in a place where if we wanted to move forward in the relationship, we could.
I liked her when I was 12, but if I started dating her when I’m 12, I’m like, well,
alright, I have a little while to go if I want to marry her. We view relationships or
dating as kind of basically the answer to that question: is God calling you to be
with this person for the rest of your life or not? It’s not just like, “Hey, you’re
kind of cool and I like the way you make feel, so we’re going to hang out
together.” We try to put a little bit more purpose into it. That’s why we waited. I
was going into my junior year when we started dating.
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While married and engaged respondents recalled discussing marriage early on in
the dating relationship and with intentionality, respondents who were still dating also
offered similar interpretations of their attitudes towards relationships. Bernadette, a 19year-old white female enrolled in cosmetology school, had introduced herself and her
boyfriend after a worship service for young adults that I attended. When I asked
Bernadette if the couple— together for six months— had discussed marriage, she
explained it had come up before they were even boyfriend and girlfriend. She stated
simply, “I don’t see the point in dating unless you’re thinking about marriage.”
Jessica, a 19-year-old white woman, was raised by an engineer father and a
homemaker mother. Currently a youth ministry student in college, Jessica had met her
boyfriend through mutual friends in the dormitory. She described her relationship as very
serious, saying:
It’s not casual. It’s not like we went on a couple of dates and he seems nice so
we’re boyfriend and girlfriend now. I see it as if you’re dating someone you’re
either going to— like you intend to marry them. I have other friends that they’re
at school too and they go to big schools and they have boyfriends and everything,
but they’re like this a, b, and c about him, “dating for six months and I know
nothing about his mom.” Things like that, like that blows my mind. I don’t get
that at all. We’ve been dating for six months and every single minute is incredible
and it’s sacred and it’s beautiful and I want it to stay like that. We’re not breaking
up potentially ever.
Luke, the boyfriend of Laura (introduced above as giving a “thumbs up” for
contraception), likewise explained that their relationship was very intentional and
progressing towards marriage. The son of a doctor and billing manager, Luke was a premed college student and 20-year-old white man. For the past couple of years, Luke and
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Laura have been seriously dating and progressing towards marriage. This is to be
expected, given Luke’s philosophy about dating. He explained:
I didn’t really see the point in dating to just date to see where it goes, so I wanted
the potential to see if she was somebody that I would want to marry and then once
I realized that, we both went at it for that reason. We know that that’s— maybe
that's not God’s plan, but that’s what we’re striving for… I never really was like
halfhearted into [it] and neither was she.
For Evangelicals, dating is not something to be entered into lightly. Rather, it is a
period of time to discern whether or not one’s partner has the potential to be one’s future
spouse. Consequently, dating relationships are almost always committed, exclusive, and
very serious. A romantic relationship is intentionally progressing towards marriage—or it
should be dissolved.
“Come to church with me”: Religion and relationships in practice
For Evangelical young adults, romantic relationships in the late teens and early
twenties were not intended to be “casual.” Rather, they were arrangements in which the
culmination was either dissolution or marriage. Because marriage itself was such a
religious endeavor in the eyes of respondents, it perhaps follows that their romantic
relationships—premarital in nature as they were—were characterized by a high level of
spirituality.
First, Evangelical young adults in my study were largely religiously homogenous.
That is, they dated other Evangelical Christians (although not necessarily people from
their same denomination). This stands in stark contrast to an overall decline in religious
homogamy between couples (Kalmijn 1991a; Rosenfeld 2008). Yet, research finds that
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Evangelicals maintain relatively high religious homogamy compared to other religious
groups. For instance, 68% of Evangelicals are married to someone within their same
general tradition compared to 54% of Mainline Protestants (Pew Research Center 2009).
Likewise, recent work find that young adults from conservative religious backgrounds are
more sensitive to assortative mating in marriage markets (McClendon 2016).
Hence, religion was often something respondents had in common with their
partners from the very beginning. In fact, many respondents met their partner in a
religious setting. Currently a nursing student and 20-year-old white man, Owen was the
son of a corrections’ officer and teacher’s aide. Before college, Owen attended the same
private Christian high school as his girlfriend. Owen’s very first romantic gesture was
actually scheduled after a worship service. Owen said as a matter-of-factly, “But I just
decided one day to ask her if she wanted to just go out and get some pizza before
church.”
To be clear, respondents had a very specific idea of religion when they considered
who they dated. In other words, many respondents emphasized the exclusive nature of
Christianity and drew sharp distinctions between themselves and other religious
traditions. For instance, it was not uncommon for respondents to speak somewhat
pejoratively of Catholics during the interview or to react with ambivalence when they
asked my religious background (see Appendix C for additional discussion of this).
I accompanied Shawn, a 27-year-old white man, and his wife, Aubrey, a 23-yearold white woman, out for pizza one evening after a church class. Both Aubrey and Shawn
came from working class Evangelical backgrounds. And while college had altered their
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understanding of Catholics, they initially had strongly ingrained apprehension towards
them. The following excerpts from my field notes describes some of the antagonism
towards Catholicism that they used to express:
Shawn said, “I’m going to tell the book story.” Aubrey said, “No,” and
that if anyone was going to tell the story, it would be her. It got quiet—Shawn
said, “See, now she’s interested.” I joked that I was. So, Aubrey told the story
about how she was at Barnes and Noble, browsing. She found a book called, “The
Last Pope.”18 Reading the jacket, she described it as a “conspiracy theory” about
the Catholic Church and the Illuminati, etc. Then the last time she was with her
extended family, her father gifted her sister-in-law that very book—in all
seriousness…
Aubrey urged Shawn to tell the “youth group story.” In high school,
Shawn had a good friend that attended his youth group who was Catholic. One
day he asked her if she’s “said the prayer19,” and been saved. She said no. He told
her that she was going to hell if she didn’t say it. The girl cried— her friend
having told her she was going to hell— but said the prayer. Shawn followed up by
saying his mother had also done something similar to a Catholic childhood friend.
His mother invited her friend to the home, put on a Billy Graham video, and then
invited the friend to kneel on the floor with her and “say the prayer.”
In a few cases, respondents discussed how differences in religiosity or affiliation
was had dissuaded them from prior partners. For instance, Diane, a 21-year-old white
college student and the daughter son of a politician and business owner, described ending
a relationship over religious incompatibility. At age 18, Diane had accepted a proposal
18

The Last Pope (Rocha 2009) is a historical novel that describes Vatican corruption and claims that Pope
John Paul I was murdered.
19

“The prayer” refers to the “sinner’s prayer,” a popular practice in Evangelical churches and revivals that
signals a conversion to Christianity or being “born again” (Olsen 2012). It typically involves the supplicant
express remorse for sins and faith in Jesus for salvation. An example of the prayer as popularized by
evangelist Billy Graham (Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 2018) is the following:
Dear God, I know I’m a sinner, and I ask for your forgiveness. I believe Jesus Christ is Your Son.
I believe that He died for my sin and that you raised Him to life. I want to trust Him as my Savior
and follow Him as Lord, from this day forward. Guide my life and help me to do your will. I pray
this in the name of Jesus. Amen
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when her military boyfriend deployed. However, after spending time at her religious
college, Diane realized that she could not marry someone who was too different from her
religiously. She recounted,
[My ex] wasn’t really a Christian— like believed in God but not really. Didn’t
really care a lot. So, like that was really, really hard for me… So, it was very
confusing, but I realized like I really need a Christian guy and a Christian
relationship based on God, because I had grown so much in my faith… And then
in September when I came back to [my religious college] I realized again, because
I was surrounded by all these people who were strong in their faith, and it really
just again made me think I really need someone who’s a Christian.
In other cases, it was a partner’s openness to religiosity that allowed for the
progression of the relationship. Claire, a 23-year-old white woman described earlier as
being self-conscious discussing same-sex marriage, explained that she was not open to a
relationship with her fiancé until he expressed an interest in the Christian faith. She
recounted the earlier stages of romantic interests, saying,
He'd say like “Oh, I really like you. I really want to see you.” I'm like, “Okay,
cool. Come to church with me.” …I don't want to say like [it was] missionary
dating20 because I know that's such a thing in the church, but it kind of was that
way…
Claire’s fiancé did go to church with her—and became a Christian. Sometimes he has to
miss Sunday services because of his job, but he dutifully attends Bible study weekly with
Claire. In fact, it was at a Bible study that Claire’s beau proposed.
Likewise, Grace, a 25-year-old white woman and first-generation college
graduate, explained that she and her family members initially had concerns about her

20

This is a term for intentionally dating a non-Christian for the purpose of converting them (Mahoney
2018)
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boyfriend’s lackluster religiosity. Once he became more open to faith, her worries
dissipated. Grace recounted:
When [my boyfriend] and I first started dating, he didn’t go to church all the time,
so church was a new concept for him and Christ and salvation and stuff like that,
so the only main concern was, I mean, from a biblical stance from my religion—
like the Bible tells us we shouldn’t be unequally yoked with unbelievers. 21 So that
was a concern of mine starting off the relationship, because I was like, well,
should I even give it a shot if I know maybe he doesn’t believe in God or he
doesn’t…? That was a concern that I had initially. But after dating, [my
boyfriend] and I talked about it. He’s made a profession of faith and my
grandmothers and my grandfathers spoke to him. My grandma’s like, “I really
believe he believes in it now.” So, it’s kind of like a weight was lifted kind of off
me, and I felt like, okay, now we can actually—If our relationship goes into that
point where we take that step of marriage, then I’m okay with that.

While Grace’s boyfriend opted not to complete an interview with me, she confirmed that
he is religiously active. She said, “Yeah, he comes to church with me on Sundays… We
[also] started kind of our own Bible study thing where we decided to start with the New
Testament.”
Outside of family members, like parents and grandparents as described by Grace,
other older adults also gave Evangelical young people directives to only date fellow
Christians. After exchanging emails with a youth pastor of a Southern Baptist Church, I
was invited to attend a large cook-out and worship service for young adults. While
attending, I was invited to accompany a young woman and two older female mentors for
a meeting of their prayer team before the general worship service. The conversation
eventually evolved into the young woman asking for dating advice. The following
21

“Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?
Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?” (2 Corinthians 6:14, New International Version).
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excerpt includes the older Christian women’s encouragement of Stephanie, the young
adult, going on a date—but only as long as her date was another Christian.
I met Stephanie, a 19-year-old Indian woman, when I attended the cookout at His Mercy Church. I carried a box of donuts into the kitchen as a sign of
goodwill and was looking around to see who I could approach before the service
started. Stephanie, though, approached me. She was petite, roughly my height,
and thin. She wore a short-sleeved yellow t-shirt with an olive-green tank top
underneath, a white and yellow flowery skirt that reached her knees, and a pair of
flip flops. Her black hair was thick and wavy and held back by a headband. On
her face was a pair of glasses, over dark brown eyes. She wore no make-up…
I followed Stephanie, who said she wanted to introduce me to some of the
women she prayed with. She described them glowingly, saying these women were
on the level of various Biblical figures—Naomi, Ruth, Mary, Martha,
Elizabeth22…
Together, Stephanie and I made our way into the church building. There
was a small table for a sign-up sheet, manned by three young women. Stephanie
introduced me to one. She then briefly gave me a tour of the building, which
contained a nursey, a children’s room, and a large sanctuary. The lights were dim
in the sanctuary, except for the stage, where the worship band was practicing.
There were three large projector screens over the bad and strobe lights shown
around them. The band contained a drummer, two guitarists, and two singers.
They were singing and playfully teasing one another. The sanctuary contained
rows and rows of chairs, in three main sections. In front of each of the sections
was a prayer rail, adjacent to the stage.
Two older white women were standing in the aisles, swaying with their
hands up in the air. Stephanie pointed to them excitedly to tell me these were the
holy women she had mentioned. We waited a few minutes and then the women
came over to us. Both were in their sixties. One had blonde hair and glasses and
wore a short-sleeved white top with pink capris. The second had graying hair and
wore jean capris and a short-sleeved purple t-shirt...
As we all walked into the “prayer room,” a small sitting room with about
half a dozen white chairs, I learned that Stephanie and these women were on the
prayer team. The women and Stephanie took a seat on the floor, rather than the
22

Ruth is a Moabite woman who is the heroine of the book of Ruth, portrayed as an obedient daughter-inlaw and ancestor of King David (and eventually Jesus). Naomi is Ruth’s mother-in-law (Book of Ruth,
New International Version).
Mary and Martha are friends of Jesus and the sisters of Lazarus, who Jesus raised from the dead (Luke
10:38-42 and John 11:1-39, New International Version).
Elizabeth is the cousin of Mary, Jesus’s mother, and the mother of John the Baptist (Luke 1:5-57, New
International Version).
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chairs, because the woman with gray hair had received a vision that she was never
to “sit higher than the King.” She and the other older woman also removed their
shoes, explaining that they were on holy ground. I took a seat on the floor as well
but I did not remove my shoes, as Stephanie hadn’t…
The women opened up asking Stephanie what sort of questions she had...
Stephanie shared that a young man was interested in her but she feels returning
his interest would be impure. She also admitted to being afraid of men in general,
including their pastor. The women advised her to get coffee with the interested
man— as long as he was a believer.
Once romantic relationships were launched, religion continued to play an
important role in structuring the couple’s time together and communication. Respondents
frequently spoke of faith as something they had in common with their partner. Many
attended church or did other religious activities together. For instance, Diane, who ended
her previous engagement with a non-Christian, was happy to report that her current
boyfriend shared her Christian faith—in contrast to her ex-fiancé. Diane said,
We talk about God a lot. Go to church together when we’re together. We love to
play worship music together, so that’s I think how we spend time with God
together a lot. We’ve prayed before together.
Robert, a 26-year-old white man, was raised on a farm and went on to graduate
with a college degree in engineering. He had been seriously dating his girlfriend, Beverly,
for about seven months at the time of his interview. Robert and Beverly had first met
through a church group and continued to incorporate religion into their relationship.
Robert explained,
We pray together, read scripture. We go to community group. Sometimes Beverly
will ask, “Well what’s God been teaching you this week?” and I’ll do the same
thing, like, “What have you been reading?” Or like if we come out of church or
community group, “Well what stuck out to you? What do you think?” “What’s
your spin?” You know, that sort of thing.
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Religion also continued to play an important role in the daily lives of married
respondents. Max, a 24-year-old white man and mechanic, had been married only a
couple of months before I interviewed him. Max and his wife, Valerie, lived in an
apartment attached to his in-laws’ home. I struggled to gain rapport with Max and our
interview was among the shortest in my sample. However, Max did offer the specifics of
his prayer life and how he and Valerie practiced their faith together. In addition to
attending church together, Max explained:
[I pray] at least two to three times a day… I pray about like keeping us safe and
watching over us and protecting over us and about what we would like read as our
devotions at night… We actually are reading, it’s actually like Duck Dynasty’s 23
devotion book. So, we’re doing that… You read like a Bible verse and then they
like talk about it in the book
One evening, I joined my respondents Jamielynn (introduced above) and Evan for
dinner with their two-year-old son Jonah, and a married couple from their church. The
following excerpt from my field notes reveals how central religion was to the functioning
of the small family.
Dinner was chicken parmesan, pasta with spaghetti sauce, cooked
broccoli, and garlic bread. We passed out the food family style first before settling
down for grace. Jamielynn led the prayer, “Thank you God for this food and this
time with our friends, Tom and Nadine. Please bless Tom and Nadine for
nourishing us with this food...” It was a brief invocation, but about halfway
through it, Jonah [respondents’ two-year-old son] started shrieking, ending with a
series of loud ‘AMENS.’
Nadine commented on his enthusiasm. Jamielynn said, “Oh yeah, we’re a
charismatic household,” referring to the shouting out of extemporaneous prayers.
But then she continued, “I don’t know if I should tell him to stop because of the
social rules. But then I don’t want him to be one of those people like, ‘I don’t pray
in public,’ you know?” Nadine nodded appreciatively with a, “Yeah.”
23

Duck Dynasty is a reality television showed on A&E that follows the Robertson family— deeply
religious Christians who became wealthy through their duck-call family business (Carter 2013)
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Finally, Evangelical young adults’ faith also guided their relationships. They
spoke about their partners and their future together in religious terms. In particular, God
was described as playing an active role in the relationship. Decisions were guided by
prayer and God’s intervention in the world was frequently discussed.
Karen was a 20-year-old white college student and daughter of a children’s pastor
and homemaker. She was also the girlfriend of Richard, introduced earlier. Karen told me
how God led to her both breaking up with Richard and reuniting with him. She let her
faith lead her romantic life. She recounted:
The reason we broke up… it wasn’t that I didn’t like him anymore, it wasn’t
because of that. It was kind of like— it feels weird to say— but just because I felt
like God was telling me “no” on the relationship. Just how, it wasn’t the right
time, it wasn’t the right one. Just end it. It just didn’t make sense at the time,
because things were going well. We didn’t really have any problems. So, I was
obedient and we broke up.
…And then we both went on a mission trip to Haiti together that June, so we were
talking more again, just building that friendship again. I guess feelings came back
up again for me. I definitely prayed about it a lot, because God told me no, so I
kept praying about it. “Okay, God, is this what you want?” So, I prayed about our
lives, just kind of got this peace, and God just kind of saying, “As long as you
keep your eyes on me and following me, you can do what you think is best and
you’ll prosper” type thing.
Gina, a 26-year-old black woman and wife of Patrick (introduced earlier as
having strong opposition to premarital sex and cohabitation), also explained how God
was an active participant in her romantic life. Still in high school when she first met
Patrick, she postponed the offer of a date in order to get spiritual perspective on it first.
Gina said, “He'll tell you when I called him that first time, he asked me to date him right
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then and I told him no. I told him I had to talk to God about it first.” She called him back
a week later after she felt God had ordained the relationship.

“What are you waiting for?”: Sexual boundaries and sexual sins
One weekday evening, I spoke with Traci, a 21-year-old white college student.
Our coffee cups were running low and we had covered a lot of ground in the last hour and
a half. I had learned that Traci was the daughter of psychologist and homemaker, was
deeply religious, was an aspiring social worker, and was considering marriage with her
medical student boyfriend. Traci articulated standard Evangelical beliefs about sex,
marriage, and children. She made it clear that she believed that sex was intended
exclusively for a married, monogamous, and heterosexual couple. As we wrapped up our
interview, I asked if she had any closing thoughts or if there was something that would be
important to know about her that might not have come up. Just to be sure, Traci asked,
“You know I’m a virgin, right?”
Like Traci, most of my respondents went out of their way to tell me that they
believed sex was reserved for marriage. When it came to their own lives, this meant that
most unmarried respondents would explain they were still virgins and were planning on
remaining that way until marriage.
Faith, the daughter of a lawyer and court reporter, was pursuing her associate’s
degree and planning to become a photographer. Faith had been dating her boyfriend,
Owen (introduced above), since early high school. She described them as dating with
“intention,” meaning that “there’s purpose behind your relationship and you don’t just
65

consider it my boyfriend.” Along with this premarital philosophy was Faith and Owen’s
commitment to remain chaste before marriage. Faith explained:
Praise the Lord that Owen and I from the moment we first—the moment he asked
me to be his girlfriend and we prayed together and we were like, “You [God] need
to be the center of our relationship,” we never really struggled with sexuality or
sex outside of marriage or anything like that. Literally by the Lord’s grace,
because… like that is not a common thing for couples to say that we haven’t had
sex and we’ve been dating for four and a half years. Like that is not normal. I get
that. I get that. I get it. But it’s really because we have committed that it’s not
going to be us that calls the shots. It’s the Lord.
Jessica, a 19-year-old college student introduced earlier as describing her dating
relationship as “sacred”, described having a frank conversation with her boyfriend about
their commitment to postpone sex until marriage. She said,
It took a couple months to bring up the subject of “we’re not going to have sex,
right? This isn’t going to be a thing that we do?” ...I knew he would want to wait
until marriage, but it wasn’t anything we talked about or discussed for like two
months or something, which isn’t like a lot of time, but it was also something in
my brain that I wanted to talk about. We’re waiting.
Likewise, many married respondents would divulge that they remained virgins
until their wedding night. Caroline, a 23-year-old white woman who was following her
father’s footsteps and becoming a pastor, laughingly told me that her family member
disapproved of her sexual inexperience prior to marriage. Caroline recounted:
Jeffrey and I opted not to have sex before we were married. [My family member]
said something like… “You know, women get married and they haven’t had any
sex so they don’t know how to have sex so they don’t have an orgasm for thirty
years.” Just like [sighs], “I can’t believe you just said that.” [laughs] We have a
very very different view of marriage. Happy to say she’s wrong.
Indeed, respondents often used their practice of chastity outside of marriage to
signal how different they were from the rest of the world—and also to underscore how
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their view of marriage was distinct. In my field notes recounting my interview with
James, a 25-year-old white married man, I noted the following exchange:
After the interview was done (and unfortunately after the recorder was off), we
talked a little bit about my project and the average age at marriage. James was not
surprised to hear the age was close to 30 for men and 27 for women. He spoke as
a matter of fact—saying that it was probably because non-Christians had sex with
whoever they want and with lots of people and thus have no reason to get married
Caleb, a 25-year-old white married man who wed at 21, worked as a mechanic at
a local car dealership. He revealed that he and his wife had waited until marriage to have
sex due to their religious beliefs—even though it was a struggle. Caleb said:
I believe, as weird as it may sound, [sex] is a gift from God. It’s something that he
has designed and created, and yeah, I believe it should be only in marriage. And
that, again, is another way that, for us, marriage was a defining moment— where
beforehand as miserably hard as it was, it was like, “Nope, we’re not doing this
[have sex].” Then afterwards, “Okay, we’re married, here we go.”
Like Caleb, many respondents described saving sex to be a “struggle” or
“difficult” or “hard.” Of course, there are many types of physical contact that can occur
between two members of the opposite sex besides vaginal intercourse. Beliefs about what
sort of physicality and level of sexual involvement were “okay” prior to marriage were
variable and ran the gamut. Part of the difficulty respondents divulged is that while
premarital sex was clearly forbidden, it was not always clear how “far was too far.”
Valerie, a 23-year-old white woman, had been involved with her husband (Max,
introduced above) since high school. The couple had recently married after Valerie had
become a first-generation college graduate, securing a degree in nursing. Asked if there
was anything that the couple struggled with in their relationship, Valerie quickly brought
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up their sexual transgressions and their confusion over what was acceptable outside of
marriage. She said,
I mean, obviously the biggest one is probably sexuality. I know there’s more than
that, but that’s really the only one I can think of now, so we can talk about that
one. Just like what’s too far, what’s okay, what’s not okay, things like that. And I
guess that kind of plays back to our upbringing at church, a little bit— what’s
okay, what’s not okay. And I feel like even in church, it was kind of a gray area.
Like nobody ever just kind of outright says don’t do this, or do this, or you can—
it’s okay, or whatever. So, there was definitely a little bit of issue there, and
especially ‘cause we dated for so long. Yeah, that’s really the biggest one I can
think of, the biggest thing that we struggled with.
Because the morality of premarital sexual activity—outside of intercourse—was
questionable, respondents differed in where they drew the line. Some respondents were
very strict and opted to not even kiss. Greg, a 26-year-old white man introduced earlier,
told me that while he would hold hands and hug his girlfriend, he had not kissed her
because, “kissing just kind of opens sometimes floodgates.” He explained:
I believe in physical boundaries before marriage. The question’s always how far
is too far before marriage. I believe in not having sex before marriage, but like
how about up to that? I believe a lot of stuff leading up to sex is kind of part of the
whole thing, so I at least for now, I haven’t even kissed my girlfriend yet. It’ll
probably stay that way.
Robin, a 26-year-old white woman who married at 21, had her first kiss at the
altar. Her family, who was not religious and was middle class, had been puzzled by the
couple’s religious beliefs and restrictions. In retrospect, Robin thinks her level of chastity
was a bit extreme. She recounted:
It was like the most beautiful, amazing, special experience for us but I think
people hear it and they’re like, “Wow, you are fucking crazy. Like you are
insane.” I really think it scares people, makes them think I’m part of a cult, so I
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don’t tell people [that my first kiss was on my wedding day]. And then obviously,
our first kiss was at the altar, so we didn’t sleep together ‘til the wedding night.
Other respondents had more lenient boundaries. Natalie, a 22-year-old white
woman, hailed from the Midwest originally. Her parents held graduate degrees and
encouraged her to pursue a college degree at a religious school in the Northeast. Natalie
explained that she and her boyfriend were reserving sex for marriage but were still
physically intimate with one another. She described the situation as follows:
Natalie:

I haven’t had sex and won’t until I’m married and that’s [my
boyfriend’s] goal, too. We’re very physically intimate but there is a
line. So, in that sense, he stayed over last night at my apartment. I
don’t exactly advertise that to my parents.

Patricia:

How do you negotiate that? Do you have a conversation about
boundaries?

Natalie:

With [my boyfriend]? Yeah, we established pretty early on that both of
us wanted to want to save sex for marriage. And then as other things
came up we just kind of dealt with them as he did this or I did this, was
that okay? Would it be okay if this?

Lila, a 19-year-old white woman and first-generation college student, spoke
exuberantly about finding her current boyfriend. While she had relationships in the past,
she was almost certain that her current partner was “the one” and they had plans to marry
after college. Managing their physical relationship, in the meantime, was a struggle. Lila
described:
Both of us have had sexual encounters in the past, we have together as well, but
just I don’t know— it’s been a struggle for me, because then I go back and forth.
I’m like well, maybe our boundaries should be further down here rather than up
here. I’m almost positive that I’m going to marry him, so then it’s like I think it’s
okay that we’re doing these things, but what if something happens and we don’t
get married and I’ve done these things with another person? Because I’ve done
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things with other people, so I don’t want it to be another person… I’ve done all of
these things with someone else, too, then you have to tell whoever. I mean, I hope
there’s no one else, but then I have to tell the next person, there was this person
and there was this person, so I don’t know.
We do have boundaries, but it’s just like how strict should they be and where
should they be, which we’ve been struggling with, and that’s something that I’ve
always struggled with. Like the boyfriend from over the summer, before freshman
year, that was something where he was not as fond of my wanting to wait, so he
kind of pushed my boundaries a little bit. My mom was just always like, “You
need to have that boundary in your head going to see him so that when something
does happen you’re just like, “No, there’s no way with your mind. The way it is
and you’re a teenage girl, you can’t make the boundary when you’re with him
right there.” That’s so true. You have to know going in what the boundary is,
because when you’re there and in the moment, there’s no, uh, okay, we’re already
past that.
Indeed, sexuality was often described as a struggle to be managed within
relationships. Some respondents did that through physical boundaries while others took
care to not put themselves in situations where they might be tempted. Noah, a 23-year-old
white man and the son of school teachers, shared some of his strategies for staying chaste
with me. After communicating with his future wife online, Noah relocated to live closer
to her. But Noah did not want to be too close—lest there be temptation. He explained:
And at the same time, we didn't want to have sex before we were married and
were really just fighting that temptation by spending most of our time at her house
with her parents. We weren't not always exactly with her parents, but just in a
safer context. So, every now and then [my wife] would come over here [to his
apartment] to hangout and we did that every now and then, but just for the sake of
just staying pure in that sense we didn't spend a lot of time here until we ended up
actually marrying.
Jeremy, a 24-year-old white man who worked as a physical education teacher, had
attended a Christian college. The first in his family to go to school, he explained that he
wanted to be “with his people”—Christians—and had worried that going to a secular
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school would erode his faith. Jeremy was in a serious dating relationship when I met him
but was somewhat pessimistic about his chances for marriage, given that his girlfriend’s
family did not seem to like him very much. “I have a bit of a reputation,” he told me with
a smirk. Jeremy had cycled through many relationships during his college career. With
one girlfriend in particular, he explained, “I was after one thing only… Thank God I
didn’t get it.” Indeed, Jeremy took great pains to make sure his many romantic pursuits
did not end in sexual contact. Jeremy explained, “My rule at school was that if we were
going to be alone at night, that was a no-go.”
Martin, a 24-year-old biracial man who married a year prior to the interview,
regretted that he and his girlfriend lived in the same house for a summer. Martin, whose
parents both held graduate degrees, had first met his wife while attending college. One
summer, both spent some time in a Pennsylvanian city to visit Martin’s brother. Although
they had separate bedrooms, the close contact made it difficult to abstain from sex.
Martin said,
In 2013, we visited my brother in Harrisburg, and while we were visiting with my
brother we lived together in his place. I found it incredibly difficult to reserve that
sexual drive for marriage, because we weren't married, and that's because we were
living together.
Similarly, it was common for respondents to oppose premarital cohabitation for
the temptation that it would present to a couple. Beverly, a 25-year-old white woman who
had been the first in her family to graduate from college and currently worked as a
preschool teacher, had been dating Robert (introduced above) for several months. Asked
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her thoughts on couples living together prior to marriage, Beverly explained that it was
wrong because of the sexual encounters that it could lead to. She said:
Not [a good idea] because then that creates a lot of temptation that should be—
like, a lot of—temptation like [pause] certain things should be saved for after
marriage and when you’re living together before you’re married, it opens the door
for a lot of loopholes.
Sometimes respondents admitted to having given over to temptation. In most
cases, their sexual activity was described with regret and shame. Even though they had
failed to achieve their goal of remaining pure until marriage, they nevertheless believed
that sex was only appropriate within the marital context.
Aubrey, a 23-year-old white woman who married at 22 (and who was described
earlier recounting her family’s antagonism towards Catholics), recalls that she and her
husband were sexually involved prior to marriage. Sighing, she remembers the guilt that
was attached to this, saying,
We both held pretty strong beliefs about sex within marriage, but there’s your
head and your body, so yeah, it was a point of conflict for a while. You just have
regret and feel bad. It’s easy— I guess, now being married and not worrying
about it as much—it’s easy to forget how hard it used to be and how much guilt I
used to carry.
Rebecca was a 20-year-old white married woman and the wife of Noah (described
above). Though she was raised by a pastor, Rebecca had fallen away from her faith
during high school and had engaged in a sexually intimate relationship outside of
marriage (with a previous boyfriend). She acknowledged this transgression and explained
that she and her future husband abstained from sex prior to marriage. Reflecting on this
experience, Rebecca feels convicted that her past indiscretion was a mistake. She said,
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The guy I was dating, we were engaging in intercourse outside of marriage …
How I grew up, I was always taught that that was not right. And I knew that, but I
liked the guy and he wanted to have sex and it was kind of pushed upon me as
something that he thought would better our relationship, so I did.
…But for me in my experience, I just realized that when I am acting outside of
the way that God has called me to act, it’s never as fulfilling and as— I’m never
as at peace with it as I am when I know that I’m in God’s will and I’m following
what he has for me… Like comparing my previous boyfriend and [my husband],
it’s just a completely different feeling… Like God is honoring the fact that [my
husband] and I have decided to do things by the way that he wants us to do them
and the way that he calls us to do them.
While Robin, described earlier, had shared her first kiss on her wedding night, her
husband had been more sexually experienced. Ben, a white man of 26 who wed at 24,
was a first-generation college graduate and now history teacher. He explained that
waiting to sleep with Robin until their wedding night was deeply important to him, all the
more so because he had fallen away from this goal prior to this relationship. Ben said:
[Waiting until marriage] was important for me ‘cause I was sexually active when,
you know, before [Robin] and I met... that was like enormously significant for
me. The fact that we—there’s the language of “we did wait” now… I dunno, it
was powerful and meaningful, so.
The desire to have sex was also an impetus towards marriage. Doug, a 25-yearold white man mentioned earlier (and boyfriend of Autumn), described how quickly he
brought up the subject of marriage to his girlfriend, saying:
Doug:

…I mean as Christians we don't want to advance too quickly
without being married, so marriage has definitely come up with
that.

Patricia:

What do you mean advance too quickly?

Doug:

Sexual relations.
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Despite his enthusiasm, Doug was a little bit worried about proposing marriage to
his girlfriend, who was only 19 and whose family was not Evangelical. But Doug
described it as the choice between early marriage or premarital pregnancy. With a
chuckle, he said, “I'm nervous to ask her parents, you know, that her dad's gonna kill me.
Better that I marry her than knock her up.”
Other respondents echoed Doug’s sentiments. Avoiding sex was a struggle—so
getting married and being able to have sex would be a welcome release. Megan, a 24year-old white married women and wife of Caleb (discussed above), described how
getting married relieved stress in her relationship with Caleb. Putting her hands out to the
side and making a pushing gesture—as if she was shoving away a lover— Megan said,
Like I know for us, we also waited to have sex until we married, and so like for us
it was a relief, for us to even be married and to not like have the fights of like,
“No! Stop! We can’t-we can’t go past this point!” or whatever, “We don’t want to
go past this point!” That was stressor for us and that one was relieved.
In some cases, engagements were shortened for the sake of lessening sexual
temptation. One afternoon, I interviewed Tina and Lee in their small home, where they
ran a house church. Both were the children of college-educated parents, but Lee had not
gone to college and worked as a cabinet market. Church (and their pastor) had brought
them together and Tina and Lee were engaged after a year of dating. But when it came to
their actual wedding, things got a bit difficult. Tina really desired a fall wedding, but both
she and Lee were virgins and we not thrilled at the prospect of waiting a full year to tie
the knot and finally have sex. Tina recounts how a friend said to her, “Of course you
desire that [sex]. What are you waiting for?” So, in the end, they had a five-month
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engagement. At the time, Tina was waiting tables. Her boss at the restaurant told her that
she assumed Tina was pregnant, given the speed of their engagement.
On the other hand, while many respondents acknowledged that the desire to have
sex accelerated the topic of marriage, most were very clear that there was a downside to
this logic. Getting married just for sex was a problem, they argued. Michael, a 20-yearold white male, was the first to attend a four-year college in his family. He had been in a
serious relationship with his girlfriend since they began dating, as Michael explained,
“…there was kind of like the mindset you have to like commit yourself to them to some
degree. Like you didn’t just recreationally date…” Michael was not sexually active with
his girlfriend. And while that was something he desired, he worried that sex could push
people into marriage prematurely. Michael said,
...Especially in a Christian circle, where we, you know, where most people are
going to be convicted that marriage is where sex is reserved for— there’s
definitely going to be, especially in our young kind of Christian context, there’s
definitely going to be people who are getting married just kind of out of [wanting
to have sex]. I think that’s a dangerous reason to do it…
Indeed, Evangelical young adults also noted the downsides that came with placing
so much intention and pressure on dating relationships from the get-go. Because
relationships were only entered into with marital intent and because sexual pressure often
shortened the timeline to marriage, sometimes people were sanctioned if their timelines
were deemed too slow.
Michelle, a 22-year-old white woman and secretary, had met her boyfriend
through a young adults group at church. Her parents, who were both college-educated,
had divorced when Michelle was in high school and left her somewhat reeling with a
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variety of mixed emotions towards marriage. Although she planned on marrying her
boyfriend, she was taken aback by just how quickly people at church expected her to do
so. She complained,
You see couples all the time and they date for six months to a year and get
married right away. For the past few months I feel like people have been coming
up and asking me every week at church, “when are we getting married?” I don’t
know what they say to [my boyfriend], but I would say sometimes I feel pressure.
But the more I am dating him the more that I am enjoying dating him and
realizing that this is good how it is now.
Alicia, a 21-year-old black woman had been dating her boyfriend for two years,
told a similar story. Alicia had plans to attend graduate school after she completed
college. She found herself in the minority at her Christian college for not participating in
the “ring by spring” phenomenon. Although Alicia loved her boyfriend and was
abstaining from sex, she was still put off by how often people asked her if she was
engaged yet. Alicia said,
We move very slowly, which isn't really the culture here at [my religious school].
It's like meet someone, like them, date them for two months, and then get married,
like yay. That's fine. I mean, to each his own. My best friend did that, and sure, it
worked out for them
Later in the interview, Alicia returned to this point, explaining that she routinely
gets asked if she is planning to get engaged. She said, “I just feel awkwardness walking
around [my religious campus] like, "Oh, you and [my boyfriend] still dating?’ I'm like,
“Yeah.” Some people joke and like, "Oh, is there a ring in the future?’”
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Conclusion
Evangelical young adults follow a very different sexual and romantic script
during emerging adulthood than their secular peers or those from other religious
traditions. In stark contrast to a norm of casual, sexual, and nonmarital relationships, my
respondents were preoccupied with marriage. Not only was nearly half of the sample
already married before age 25—but the remainder were largely on track to marry in the
near future and at relatively young ages.
Marriage, sex, and family life are deeply religious concepts for Evangelicals.
Respondents see married life as something to aspire to and prepare for. Consequently,
they take dating “very seriously.” Romantic relationships function almost as protomarriages in the level of commitment and intentionality that they are pursued with. At the
same time, because premarital sex is avoided and/or stigmatized, temptations and
pressures bring the “marriage” conversation up sooner than later and contributed to a
pressure to marry fast and young.
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CHAPTER 2: Financial Stability and Baselines for Marriage
Early scholarly conceptualizations understood it to be a primarily economic
arrangement, based on complementary spousal roles (Becker 1993). More recent
interpretations argue that marriage is best understood as an accomplishment—wherein it
is only entered into as the capstone of an adult life, achieved after economic and cultural
milestones have been reached (Cherlin 2004, 2010b)—and in which both partners are
expected to be economic actors (Sweeney 2002). This new orientation is tied to historic
shifts in the demographics of family life since the middle of the twentieth century,
including an increasing median age at first marriage (Copen et al. 2012) and a growing
social class divide in marriage rates (Goldstein and Kenney 2001; Pew Research Center
2010).
Marriage rates have steadily dropped among the poor and black communities. A
number of scholars have demonstrated that men’s employment and career trajectories are
predictors of entry into marriage, such that the least advantaged tend to delay or avoid
marriage (presumably due to poor economic positions) while those with higher earnings,
more education, and/or better career prospects tend to marry (Harknett and Kuperberg
2011; Lichter et al. 2006; Nakosteen and Zimmer 1997; Oppenheimer 2003;
Oppenheimer et al. 1997; Raley 1996). Recently, Cherlin (2014) has documented these
same trends among working class families in America, specifically those young adults
with some college education but no bachelor’s degree. These young people feel that men,
especially, need to hold a steady job in order to be worthy of marriage. Given that this is
often unattainable, these unions are in decline.
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Facing financial obstacles, many couples choose to cohabit in these more
uncertain economic circumstances. For example, Clarkberg’s (1999) analysis of the
National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 demonstrates that men and
women whose first union is cohabitation have less stable job histories than those who
marry. Financial difficulties similarly affect the transition from cohabitation to marriage.
In a qualitative study of working class and lower-middle class couples who were
currently cohabitating or had done so in the previous three years, about one-half of the
sample reported believing in personal and financial prerequisites to marriage while an
additional one-fourth reported financial prerequisites alone (Smock et al. 2005).
Meanwhile, parenthood outside of the bounds of marriage occurs among the poor and
working class at much higher rates than the middle class (Hymowitz et al. 2013).
Qualitative studies with poor, urban, unwed parents demonstrate that this group extols
marriage as an ideal but considers it nearly unachievable due to economic and personal
obstacles (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Edin and Nelson 2013).
The delay of marriage among young adults is often attributed at least partially
attributed to shift in the economic foundations of marriage. As Furstenberg (2010)
explains, not only are middle class jobs more difficult to secure than they were in the
post-war years—leading to a lengthening of educational trajectories—but the consumer
economy may have contributed to young adults’ rising expectations to establishing an
independent household. In fact, there is some indication that young adults value
economic security prior to marriage more than previous generations. In a recent
Heartland Monitor Poll (FTI Consulting 2015), 58% of all adults agree that “People
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should wait to get married until they are financially secure”—but 73% of young adults
agreed. Similarly, a survey of 788 college students found that 91% of them considered it
financially independence from parents and others to be a necessary criteria for marriage
readiness (Carroll et al. 2009).
While financial stability may play a large role in encouraging unions, economic
security may not be understood as a necessity for marriage readiness across the board.
Given that early marriage is more likely among certain religious groups and within
economically vulnerable populations, it remains unclear how this baseline is negotiated in
these contexts (Bramlett and Mosher 2002; Regnerus and Uecker 2011; Uecker 2014;
Uecker and Stokes 2008; Xu et al. 2005).
For instance, Evangelical leaders have expressed concern about the growing focus
on economic baselines to marriage. The largest Evangelical denomination in the United
States, the Southern Baptist Convention, is actively pushing for its young persons to
marry younger despite financial concerns. In an interview with National Public Radio, a
retired pastor stated, “There's this thinking of you've gotta have these things all lined up
financially before you can get married, and then the next step before you can have
children and before you can do this... But financial stability is not the main issue of life”
(Farmer 2015).
In this chapter, I described how Evangelical young adults understand financial
concerns with regards to marriage readiness. In my sample, most respondents did not
believe that financial stability was necessary for marriage readiness. Indeed, many
engaged and married interviewees were in uncertain economic circumstances themselves
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and were nevertheless committed to marrying young. Dating respondents similarly were
undaunted with economic baselines when discussing their future plans, in general.
Respondents’ dismissal of the necessity of financial readiness followed three
themes. First, some respondents invoked the theological belief in God’s providence.
Seeing early marriage as a testament to their faith in a secularized culture, they believed
that God would provide support for this endeavor. Second, many respondents’ eagerness
for marriage seemed to overshadow financial worries. Instead, they suggested that
financial struggles could provide strength, joy, and learning opportunities in the early
years of marriage. Finally, some respondents questioned the notion of financial stability
entirely. In particular, some working class respondents doubted that it was possible to
ever achieve so-called financial stability and were thus unwilling to wait to enter into
marriage before this was accomplished.
However, a minority of the sample did consider economic stability to be of
paramount importance for marriage readiness. Although their religious beliefs about
marriage remained the same, they delayed marriage in an attempt to protect what was
typically their own fragile social class standing. Specifically, some respondents who were
working class and set to be middle class and some precariously middle class respondents
strictly emphasized the need to be financially stable prior to marriage.
“I think it’s very important, but I don’t think it’s a requirement”: Fluidity of financial
stability as a baseline
To be sure, the vast majority of respondents acknowledged the preferability of
financial stability prior to marriage. They saw it as a desirable to establish prior to
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marriage and many speculated that it could help young couples avoid some early stress.
However, the Evangelical young adults I spoke with stood outside the norm in that most
failed to see financial stability as a necessary criterion for marriage readiness.
Kara, a 25-year-old white woman and wife of James (introduced earlier), held her
three-month-old son on the couch of her living room. Kara was the daughter of an
engineer and physical therapist and had worked as a behavioral therapist for autistic
children until giving birth. While Kara and James had been young when they married,
both 22, they had both found jobs coming out of college. However, Kara was careful to
explain that she did not consider financial insecurity to be a hard and fast rule. She
cautioned, “I think it’s good for [young couples] to have a plan and a budget, ‘This is our
plan going forward.’ But I don’t think you necessarily have to be ‘all my ducks are in a
row.’ You want to be wise.”
Matthew, a 25-year-old white man, had been married for two years prior to his
interview. The son of teachers, Matthew had attended college and found ministry work
through a parachurch organization. Matthew and his wife had been talking about
marriage since the end of high school. When he proposed, his wife took it as a sign that
things were getting more stable for them—saying, “Did you get a job?” after accepting
her engagement ring. And yet, while Matthew did wait until he was on solid footing, he
rejected the idea that it was necessary. Like Kara, he invoked the idea of having a “plan.”
Matthew said,
Big fan of financial security. I love it. So, I think it’s very important, but I don’t
think it’s a requirement. If you have a plan that works… Especially when [my
wife] and I got married, she went to grad school and she had it covered and such,
but she wasn’t making an income. So, I don’t think— if you have debt, if you’re
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not financially secure, I don’t think you can’t get married. You should have a
plan.
April, a 25-year-old white woman and wife of Martin (introduced in the previous
chapter), was 23 when she married. At that point, April had graduated from college (the
first in her family) and found administrative work but her husband was on a leave of
absence from school and only employed part-time. The early days of her marriage were
stressful, partially due to their economic insecurity. Looking back, April sees how more
security would have eased the tensions—but she still does not believe that marriages
should be postponed or avoided in the face of insecurity. April said:
I think [financial stability] helps prevent a lot of arguments and I wish that we had
had more funds as well, but I think it would've been worse if we didn't have our
tiny bit of savings. But I don't think that's a reason to not get married.
Additionally, some respondents also critiqued what they saw as an especially
“high” or luxurious financial baseline to marriage among their peers. While they believed
economic security was important, they were careful to distinguish true security from the
notion of having “arrived” at a comfortable financial state.
Hillary, a 25-year-old white woman, had been married for almost five years when
I interviewed her. Over donuts and a screaming two-year-old, Hillary shared that she was
still a freshman in college when her husband proposed marriage. While she continued
school, eventually obtaining a bachelor’s degree, her husband supported them on his
carpenter’s income. Hillary thought that they had been not been foolish to get married
when they did, since her husband was employed— but also because she also thought
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they lived frugally. In contrast, she saw her peers as having very high expectations for
financial stability. She said
[People will say] “oh, well, I want to get a full-time job and I want to finish—”
they want to do all these things and [to] be able to afford a really nice house
before they got married. And I feel like in that regard, I feel like you can settle,
like you can buy an apartment together or something when you’re married. You
don’t need the biggest, nicest house and then you can get married.
Natalie, a 22-year-old white woman in a dating relationship (whose discussion of
sexual boundaries with her boyfriend is recounted in the prior chapter), shared similar
thoughts to Hillary. On the subject of financial stability prior to marriage, Natalie said,
I think it is very stress-related, to have things economical set up in marriage and
[financial stability] just takes out a whole host of questions and concerns and
problems that would threaten the security of that relationship. But I don’t
necessarily think that as a young person at the outset of a marriage that I would
need to have both of us have successful jobs with benefits and an apartment and
this and that.

“A measure of faith”: God’s providence in obtaining economic security
While many acknowledged that financial stability was an “ideal” situation for a
couple prior to marriage, Evangelical young adults were nevertheless hesitant to suggest
a specific economic baseline appropriate for entrance into the union. In their narratives,
some respondents explained that financial stability was not a pre-marriage necessity
because God provided for his people. This was understood to be especially the case when
believers undertook “leaps of faith.” Because marriage was seen as a good thing,
respondents argued that trusting in God would prevent any dire economic fall-outs even
if a couple was in difficult financial straits.
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At the time of her marriage, Monica personified what most would consider an
unsettled economic circumstance. Yet, she described how her trust in God resolved
concerns about financial insecurity. A 22-year-old white woman and wife of Casey
(introduced in the previous chapter), Monica wed her husband while both were 20-yearsold and enrolled at a local religious college at the time of their wedding. Although they
were fortunate in that their parents were paying for their tuition, the couple was
admittedly struggling financially—living in campus housing and only eking by on their
part-time jobs at a cafe. Even so, Monica still considered them more fortunate than her
sister, who had married in an even more financially insecure situation when neither she
nor her husband had work. Yet, rather than comment on the foolishness of this endeavor,
Monica praised her sister. She saw entering marriage in this uncertain situation as
evidence of her sister’s trust in God—which was rewarded by God’s faithfulness. She
said,
I know my sister and her husband weren’t as financially secure and so it was very
tight when they first got married. But the Lord provided for them. And I think that
sometimes, oftentimes that will happen. You know, marriage is a good thing. God
desires people to get married. And taking that jump, that leap, the Lord often
shows his kindness in providing.
Michael, a 20-year-old white man in a serious dating relationship who was
introduced earlier, told a similar story to Monica. He had observed, with considerable
trepidation, some friends marry in uncertain circumstances. Yet, Michael describes how
they trusted in God—and seemed to be better for it. He explained,
For me, [financial stability prior to marriage is] something I’ve really pursued.
Like I want that to be the case. But at the same time, I don’t totally know
because— like I had a friend who was married a year out of high school… and I
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was best man at his wedding— I was very concerned… And now, I mean he’s
been married for two years, they have two kids, and they have a completely stable
financial situation… They were Christians also, and that was a, you know,
measure of faith for them. They believed that that was what they were supposed
to do. And they did it and it worked out.
Evan, the husband of Jamielynn (introduced in the prior chapter), was a 28-yearold Latino man who married at age 22. While Jamielynn was still pursuing classes at
community college, Evan had graduated from college by the time he was ready to
exchange vows. However, he was not in an economically secure position until just before
the wedding. Reflecting on how he and Jamielynn almost had to live in his parents’
basement because he was jobless, Evan comments that God really “came through” for
him. He explained:
[Recently on a church trip] I was going on about how like God came through for
me, because I was going to have to live in my parent’s basement and get married,
and I got a job offer. I applied [to] 50 places and got one interview and one job
offer. I was just praying nonstop about that, because I certainly didn’t want to live
in my parents’ basement. That’s what we were going to do probably.
Caroline, introduced in the prior chapter, and her husband met through a college
ministry group. At the time of her wedding, the couple was relying solely on Caroline’s
temporary job. While this was stressful, Caroline quickly explained that the couple placed
their faith in God during this trial. Asked about the importance of financial readiness for a
marriage, Caroline also invoked the notion of God’s providence. She said:
…I think [financial stability’s] a good idea but I don’t think it’s a major deal
breaker... you know, my parents never had a lot of money growing up …. But I
also know that God always came through. …You know, would you rather [be]
apart and working all the time so you can have money or would you rather be
together even if that’s in a homeless shelter?
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Melanie, a 22-year-old white and Native American woman, was studying to
become an ultrasound technician and was recently engaged to Vincent (introduced
above). Melanie had watched the stress that financial problems placed on couples,
including her parents who had divorced. Yet, she explained that Christians needed to
place trust in God rather than in each other or in other worldly security. She said,
Before we get married, I think it’s important, but I don’t think essential. I think it
does help with like not having arguments. I’ve seen it and my parents have most
arguments, not all, but most because of finances. I think you have to set your
security somewhere else other than lifely [sic] things. You can’t set your security
in money. You can’t set your security in other people. If we put our security in
God, then we’re not going to—like my uncle [a pastor, with whom Melanie and
Vincent are completing premarital counseling] said this before, if Vincent dies, of
course, I’m going to be devastated, but if … I looked at him as the thing of my
life, my life would go completely downhill and… I can’t be the first in his life and
he can’t be the first in mine, God has to be first.
Teresa’s narrative also underscores a belief in God’s providence. Teresa, a 26year-old Latina woman, wed her husband when they were both age 22, very shortly after
they graduated from college. At the time of their wedding, she had recently acquired a
job as a nurse while her husband was still relying on his part-time job from college.
Although Teresa described the couple as more or less financial stable, she was also
adamant that economic uncertainty or difficulty was not a legitimate reason for Christians
to delay marriage. She explained:
I think God provides everything, even when it comes to money. I don’t think you
necessarily have to have money to have a happy marriage. I think God provides
that for you. …I think as long as you have God in your life, then the finances—
You can’t obviously be a bum and be at home and not be doing anything, but I do
think God will provide for you if you ask him.
Again, this is not to say that respondents did not see the benefit to being
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financially stable. Indeed, many described it as a “plus” or as “being important.”
However, it was not seen as a baseline to marriage. Richard, a 20-year-old black man in a
serious relationship (introduced in the previous chapter), offered a moderated view on the
importance of economic security. It was certainly preferable to be stable prior to
marriage, but it was not something that should dissuade a couple from trusting in God.
Richard said,
I’d say it’s pretty important. It’s not the most important thing, but it is pretty
important to be financially stable, because it can bring up other unwanted stress. I
believe God will always provide, so we don’t have anything to worry about even
if you are financially unstable because God will provide for you.
Noah, a 23-year-old white man who was described earlier as intentionally
spending time at his girlfriend’s parent’s home to avoid sexual temptation, also extoled
the benefits of financial insecurity—but explains that he would not have insisted upon it
prior to marriage if felt spiritually led otherwise. Noah explained:
I think it's important—at least for me personally— it was important for me as the
man to have the job to be able to invite [my wife] into my life that I can at least
support for myself. At the same time, I think if I really felt like God was showing
me that we needed to be married and some things were up in the air financially or
job wise or whatever I think there's a certain amount of faith you can have that,
you know, at least from our Christian perspective, that God can provide where
you trust him with it. So, in that sense I guess I would kind of give a little bit of a
leeway. But in general, I think it's definitely a good idea.
In the worldview of these young adults, Christians are protected and provided for
by God. Hence, delaying marriage because of economic difficulties is frowned upon, as it
indicates a lack of trust in God and too much concern with the standards of the world.
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“Even if we’re living in a cardboard box”: Financial insecurity as source of bonding
In addition to placing their trust in God’s providence, some respondents were also
dismissive of pragmatic concerns like money in light of their overall eagerness for
married life. Simultaneously, many relied on narratives that romanticized financial
difficulties as a bonding experience and suggested that struggling for the sake of young
love and God’s will was somewhat quixotic.
Traci was among the respondents to offer this somewhat romantic view of
financial struggle. A 21-year-old white woman mentioned in the previous chapter (as
making sure I knew she was a virgin), Traci was raised by a psychologist father and
college-educated homemaker mother. At the time of her interview, Traci had been dating
her boyfriend, a medical student, for a few months. Despite their professional trajectories
and her own privileged background, Traci very much disagreed with the necessity of
being financially ready before marriage. She said:
I think it’s kind of sweet when certain couples are really poor and like [chuckles]
you know, just kinda doing the do and not so wrapped up in all that. …If you’re
producing children, that makes more sense, that you should have a little bit of
money to support this life that doesn’t have a choice to come into the world. But
if you’re choosing to be poor, then like, have fun. I don’t see it as a big deal… I
don’t see why you both need to be “arrived” before you get married.
Again, Traci is a virgin and does not see premarital sex or cohabitation as viable
options for her. Thus, marriage is her only legitimate pathway to both sexual activity and
to living with a partner. Concerns over uncertain economic situations may be somewhat
overshadowed by desire to achieve these adult privileges.
Like Traci, Elizabeth was also not swayed by the notion that couples must be
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financially established before getting married. Elizabeth, a 19-year-old white woman
mentioned in the previous chapter, was set to marry her high school sweetheart a few
months after our interview. Although her father held a bachelor’s degree, Elizabeth was
not interested in pursuing college and had recently accepted a position as a nanny.
Neither she nor her fiancé had savings and were unsure how they would afford a
wedding. Nevertheless, Elizabeth preferred to start her life with her future husband in a
shaky economic situation rather than delay her marriage. She said:
I don’t think [financial instability’s] a good reason not to get married. Especially,
like with us, ‘cause we don’t really have any money but I think I’d rather struggle
with him financially than struggle with not being married.
Vincent, a 22-year-old white man described earlier, was newly engaged to his
fiancé, Melanie, when I met with him. As we spoke, Vincent explained how, ideally, he
would be finished with school and have secured a job as a police officer before the couple
wed. With the wedding date already set, I asked if they would ever hypothetically
postpone the marriage if neither he nor his future wife could find a job. Vincent
dismissed this idea and instead offered a somewhat romantic view on “making it work”
through the hard times. He said,
Basically, the back-up place would be... let's say I don't get a job right then, my
thought is, okay, we still have a little bit of time left on the lease that my father
has on the apartment. Worst comes to worst, [we] can redo that room and have
that as our room, and live in that apartment with my dad temporarily. It'll be our
first place, it'll be cute memories and stuff.
“Even if we’re living in a cardboard box,” Melanie, his fiancé—who was sitting within
earshot—chirped.
Like Vincent, Kelly also declined to delay marriage for greener economic
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pastures and instead invoked a quixotic view of struggling in the early years of marriage.
A 22-year-old white woman, Kelly met me at a coffee shop on a summer afternoon. Her
parents both held graduate degrees and spent their working lives in various Christian and
social ministries. When we met, Kelly was finishing her last year of schooling as a social
work major. Her fiancé, Ian (introduced previously) also a college student, was preparing
to graduate with a degree in Biblical studies. Kelly chuckled when I asked her how she
important she considered of financial stability prior to marriage, explaining that she
herself would not be financially stable when she was wed. Nevertheless, she considered
the decision to move forward, regardless of this baseline, as an indication of her values as
a Christian. While she did not consider the circumstance ideal—and, indeed, thought it
could be stressful—her response still highlighted the primacy of marriage and the virtue
of being together as a couple in difficult circumstances. Kelly explained:
We’ll probably focus on living very simply and [have] kind of a crappy apartment
and [be] eating rice and beans and like paying off our loans… You know, not
having that security and freedom in some way is I think tough… but I also feel
like if you’re aware of kind of the difficulties or where you’re at and how that
might affect how you want things to be or how you want to, live then you can
figure those things out together as long as you’re on the same page …I mean if
something crazy happened and I literally could find no job like and neither could
he… we still could live in one of our parents’ basements…
I spoke with Kelly’s fiancé, Ian, some months after my interview with Kelly. I
was struck by how similar Ian’s emphasis was to Kelly’s. Discussing their living and
economic arrangement for the future, he emphasized simplicity and spirituality. Ian said,
We’ll probably live in a hole in the wall somewhere. We’ll be renting. We’re not
going to be buying real estate or a house or anything like that. No one’s going to
be putting a down payment on anything. We’ll be renting somewhere. I wouldn’t
be surprised if it was with a family friend or something like that. Using our
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networks to make it work for us. But I think there’s almost a certain sense of it’s
hard— Marriage, the biblical aspect or the spiritual side of marriage I think exists
outside of that, the financial stability piece. That has nothing to do with it.
William, a 21-year-old white man and boyfriend of Bernadette (discussed in the
prior chapter), hailed from difficult socioeconomic origins. His father, who was a
chemist, had divorced William’s mother when he was young and then died when William
was still a child. William watched his mother struggle to raise four children on her own.
Yet, this did not diminish William’s desire to marry, with or without economic security.
Asked about financial stability prior to marriage, he said,
I don’t think it’s important at all, to be honest. I think that, like, how you feel
about someone should overpower that, like way more. Like I could easily live like
a poor, happy life and just get eloped and be happy together rather than having
some big, extravagant wedding and knowing that you’ll be financially stable. At
least with my family, like my mom had to struggle.
Edward referred to an intergenerational narrative about the early days of marriage
and financial struggles. A 24-year-old white college graduate working in community
organizing, Edward had started dating his girlfriend a few months prior to the interview.
He thought he would propose in several months and assumed the couple, both out of
college and working full-time, would be financially stable. However, he still mentioned
the nostalgia with which his parents (who were also college graduates) described being
newlyweds and struggling to eke out a living. He said:
I mean I've seen couples that are like, you know, not financially stable when they
get married and… they've [walked] day-by-day by faith and it works out for
them… It's always kind of cool to hear my parents talk about the days when they
were really living like on the edge, because they got married right out college and
people were literally like dropping things off on their doorstep just to help them
out.
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Caleb, a 25-year-old white married man introduced previously (husband of
Megan), also told a story about his parents struggling in the early days of marriage. In
addition to referencing how God “provided” for his parents, he emphasizes how much the
couple bonded through the early days of struggling together. He said,
I do think [financial stability’s] important, but I don’t think it needs to be a huge
deterrent necessarily. My parents always joke how they got married, my brother
was born not even a year later, my dad always jokes, “We was poor.” He never
talks like that. He has very good English, but he always says, “We was poor.”
They have great memories in a sense from that, looking back just seeing how the
Lord provided for them. They bonded and built upon that, because they had no
choice but be and enjoy each other through whatever means possible.
Similarly, many married respondents also emphasized how the experience of just
starting out together, with minimal economic means, was very meaningful for their
spousal relationship. David, a 26-year-old white man and graduate student, had been
working full-time for a few years prior to his marriage to his wife, Maya. However, at the
time of their wedding, he had recently quit his job to enroll in school and was receiving a
small stipend as a graduate student. David is clear that the couple was not destitute, as his
wife was also working part-time, but they were less comfortable together than they had
been separately. He explained:
It would be a great idea [to be financially stable before marriage], but I don't think
it's super important either. Yeah, just the way I view it is like you can muscle and
grit your way through a lot and there is no good time to get married, no good time
to have kids. The point, not the point, but a big part of marriage is just figuring
life out together. I mean, maybe I'm speaking a little naïvely, because I was able
to save for three years. I'm not saying we are well-off or anything, but I just think
it's more about figuring that out together. I know there's a lot of pressure of like
being financially stable or secure which definitely helps, but I don't think it's
necessary if two people are in the right mindset.
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Jeffrey, a 22-year-old white man and husband of Caroline (introduced earlier),
had started out his marriage on difficult financial terms. While Jeffrey was the son of two
medical doctors and had attended an Ivy League school, he struggled mightily to find
work after college graduation and had only recently (six months into his marriage) gotten
a job. While Jeffrey acknowledges that things would have been easier, certainly, if they
had an income besides Caroline’s temporary office job, he thinks there is value in
struggling and learning together. He explained,
Obviously financial stability is a good thing for all parties involved. There’s a
good number of— a good body of research that suggests financial instability,
hurts marriage, or not hurts, but leads to conditions that are not favorable for
marriage. Financial instability is not a good thing on the whole. That said… I
believe, and I hope that there’s something to be said for, growing, and working
through these issues, as part of a together rather than, as, individuals and… I
could potentially see, you know, if a marriage where both people are financially
stable going into it, …they are not going to have the same issue that I’m, that I
have with Caroline, and we’re not gonna have the same issues as they. They’re
going to have issues trying to compromise on their different styles of financial
management and financial stability and their thoughts on that. Whereas with
Caroline, we’re kind forging it together. I don’t know that one way is better than
the other?
Rachel, a 28-year-old white woman who had married four years earlier, found
herself financially secure at the time of her interview. Her husband, Zach, was still
enrolled as PhD student but Rachel had finished graduate school and was employed as a
physician’s assistant. She found that the difficulties that other people in her social class
milieu experienced when combining the live with their partner had evaded her. Because
Rachel and Zach had gone through the early years of struggling financially together, they
had bonded. She explained:
94

But I was talking to one of the docs [at my job], and she’s like, “Yeah. But you
guys were poor together. It’s different. I’ve been on my own.” Not to reference it
that way. So, once I actually got a job that was legitimately paying money, I’ve
never viewed it as being like, that’s just my money. It’s our money. So, from that
standpoint, I’m glad that we didn’t have separate budgets, per se, before we got
married. And that was something that we could set up together. I had my ideas of
how we’d pay things out, but I think that was important too because if I had been
coming into the relationship making six figures and spending it however I had
wanted, I think that might have been a little harder. Just for us, that’s been
beneficial.
For some respondents, eagerness for marriage seemed to outweigh any impetus to
delay a marriage until financial stability had been achieved. In keeping with this view,
some respondents framed difficult economic situations, especially early in a marriage, in
somewhat romantic terms. The experience of “struggling” was understood to bring a
couple closer together and was also cast as a testament to the love of a couple and their
faith in God.
“Money will come and go”: Social class and the question of financial stability
In addition to a belief in God’s providence and an eagerness to embrace adult
roles, the third and final reason used to dismiss the importance of financial readiness was
exclusively offered by working class youth in the sample. In general, middle class
Evangelicals did not question the very possibility of financial readiness. In fact, many
argued that it was a key baseline to establish before having children. Yet, they were
willing to forgo this security in the early years of their marriage, for the reasons discussed
above.
In contrast, several working class youths expressed skepticism about the concept
of financial stability for them. In their experience, economics always spelled uncertainty.
95

Periods of plenty and want alternated; money came and went. Hence, these respondents
considered it foolhardy to wait to marry until a certain economic baseline was met—
since financial stability may never come and could not be trusted even if it did. Previous
work on poor young adults has emphasized how some embrace another adult milestone—
parenthood—in lieu of economic and relationship uncertainty (Edin and Kefalas 2005).
However, for Evangelical young adults, marriage is a necessary gateway to sexual
expression and parenthood. Thus, it perhaps follows that some working class
Evangelicals similarly doubt their financial futures but are unwilling to delay marriage.
I met Gina and Patrick (who were both discussed in chapter one), both 26-yearold black young adults, one Sunday afternoon. While we spoke, the parents alternated
between Gina nursing their two-month old son and Patrick holding him and affectionately
blowing raspberries on his stomach. The couple, now married for nearly 8 years, had wed
secretively while still seniors in high school. Needless to say, the couple did not consider
themselves stable when they wed—given that they had headed to the courthouse on the
same day that their classmates went to prom. And while they regret some of their
decisions regarding their marriage, particularly keeping their families in the dark about
their decision, Gina and Patrick nevertheless decried the idea of waiting until financial
stability is met. Patrick, who has worked on and off as a truck-driver since their wedding,
stated:
I mean, no. I don’t—you can be two bums and then y’all become billionaires. The
reason y'all should do that together is that there's unity…So I think, in my
opinion, that shouldn't get too well developed first. You should do it together.
Gina, who came from a more privileged background than her husband, felt
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similarly when it came to the importance (or lack thereof) of financial stability for
marriage. However, like many other respondents with a middle class background, she put
off the birth of their first child for multiple years due to her concerns about finances—
much to Patrick’s chagrin, as he had longed to become a father. She stated:
I was determined to not have a kid before 25. And it really was because that was
the time I needed to have all those things in place, like our own place, a car…
graduate, get a good solid job—not just a job, a solid job—building to a career.
Those types of things.
The idea that financially stability was not a necessary baseline prior to marriage—
but it was prior to parenthood—was frequently cited by other middle class respondents.
Melinda, a 21-year-old white woman who was in a serious relationship, had no doubts
that she would attend college, as she her parents were professionals and she was raised in
an affluent bedroom community of New York City. She described a romantic idea of
“slumming it” together as a young couple, saying,
With marriage, I feel like if you’re willing to like venture through being broke for
a while I think it’s fine. I think there’s something about my generation, not my
generation, but my, I don’t even know how— like my culture of living outside
New York City, oh, and I guess you’re from Queens, so you know, where it’s like
living in the city broke is really romantic. This weird idea of like, “Oh, I hope
after I graduate I can be broke for a city…” There’s like something fun about
slumming it and I think that would be cool to do with a husband. I don’t think
necessarily, it’s important, but if we were willing to do it.
Yet, Melinda thought it was decidedly less “romantic” to be financially insecure
when children were in the mix. She explained:
I don’t think it really matters to be financially stable before marriage. I think it
matters to be financially stable before kids. I don’t think it’s like the end all, be all
if you’re not, but I just think like— there’s a lot of things that can benefit a kid of
they have money. There’s a lot of things in the developmental years children that
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like if they miss it, it can really benefit—like, I don’t know, be in a good school
system. Like as bad as it is a better school system or wealthier places which
sucks, but like I think it’s, it’s smart to have finances [in order before kids]…
Maya, a 23-year-old white woman who was married to David (described above),
likewise considered it okay that the couple had married under tight economic
circumstances—but was adamant that they avoid children until they reached other
financial baselines. Specifically, Maya wanted to pay off the student loan debt from her
bachelor’s and master’s degrees. She said:
I don’t wanna have children until my school debt is gone, because kids are
expensive. I don't know how long that would take, but I am guessing I would like
to wait four or five years.
Among working class respondents, there was an inherent doubt of the
trustworthiness of economic situations. That is, while middle class respondents were
flexible on the issue of financial stability prior to marriage—they didn’t doubt that
financial stability was possible—and, in fact, insisted upon it as a baseline for
parenthood.
Like Patrick, Angelica (who was first introduced in chapter one) also expressed
doubt in the trustworthiness of economic situations. A 25-year-old white woman,
Angelica wed her husband at age 21. At the time of her wedding, she was working as a
cashier while her husband was a 19-year-old unemployed high school drop-out. Although
she was not oblivious to economic considerations, Angelica cautioned that postponing
marriage until a baseline is met was unwise. She said:
...Money comes and goes, it’s in and out, so if you base your decision on that, I
don’t think you could say—we want to have all the money in the world and then
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you’ll still be waiting to get married. Whatever your goal is. So, I think there is a
side to it where you have to calculate things and work things out and see if you
have enough, but not to have everything, either, because you’ll be waiting forever.
Samuel, a 26-year-old Latino man and husband of Teresa (discussed above), was
raised in military family and married at 22. Samuel attended college with his wife and
was the first in his family to graduate. Yet, he seemed to retain financial sensibilities
from his working class upbringing (see also Streib 2015). The following exchange
reveals Samuel’s beliefs about the uncertainty of financial stability:
Patricia:

How important do you think it is for a couple to be financially
stable before they get married?

Samuel:

Not important.

Patricia:

Can you tell me about that?

Samuel:

Money will come and go. I just think personally, we said, when we
got married, we were financially pretty good. A lot of student loans
came in, her car got totaled, so we had a car payment, so a lot of
stressors came in, but again, I think that our marriage has been
sustained not because money comes in to pay the check, I think it’s
been because of our commitment to each other.

Patricia:

How about if both people didn’t have a job, do you think they
should delay marriage until they got it [sic]?

Samuel:

Again, I feel like if they’re motivated to get married and they
believe it’s the right decision, I think while they’re getting married,
they should also pursue employment obviously because they’re
going to need to be on their own. I would say get married but
pursue employment at the same time. But I don’t think it’s like,
“Oh, I have to get a job before [marriage]” personally.

Aubrey a 23-year-old white woman described in chapter one, was married for
approximately a year by the time I met her. Although her homemaker mother had
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attended college, Audrey was nevertheless one of the few of her nine siblings who
embarked on higher education. While working an on-campus job and cobbling together
tuition and living expenses, Audrey met her future husband, Shawn. Things were a bit
tight for the couple when they first got engaged, as Audrey was only able to find work as
a waitress and her husband was limited to part-time work in an office. Having
experienced periods of poverty as a child, Audrey was used to financial instability and
considered economic security a fleeting promise. This perspective was reinforced by
coursework at her Evangelical college, which challenged the notion that financial
stability was a necessary baseline to marriage. She explained:
We did talk about that quite a bit… how there’s this kind of assumption that you
have to have all your ducks in a row sort of thing before getting married. Your
career has to be started and you have to be settled and you have to check
everything off before getting married and that deters a lot of people who might
have otherwise gotten married and don’t do it. So yeah, I don’t think it’s
necessary… I guess, yeah that’s something we talked about a lot was the sort of
myth of financial security that things are never going to be totally secure.
Someone can always get sick, someone can always lose a job, things can always
happen. There is no absolute financial security.
Aubrey’s beliefs were reinforced by a friend of hers while I was attending her
baby shower. I was standing in the kitchen with my husband, mingling with Aubrey and
Shawn’s other guests. Asked about my dissertation, I had explained to another party-goer
that some people might delay marriage until they were on solid grounds economically.
Joe, a man in his early 30s who had been married for almost a decade and had indicated
he was upwardly mobile, injected himself in the conversation. The following excerpt
describes the exchange:
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Suddenly, Joe, who was across the kitchen and had not been involved in the
conversation, turned around. “Here’s what a think,” he stated confidently, “You
can never be financially stable. Even if you have a job, you can lose it! It doesn’t
make sense to wait for that.” I nodded and said, “Yeah, I’ve had a lot of people
tell me that in my interviews.”
As demonstrated, several working class Evangelical young adults were not
convinced that financial stability was an achievable goal. This does not mean that they
did not care about this goal— but rather that they suspected that this achievement is
simply out of reach or unreliable. Unwilling to wait for this uncertainty, they dismiss the
necessity of financial stability prior to marriage.
This was one key area in which a distinct intersection between religious and
social class sensibilities emerged. While middle class young adults were motivated to
wed at early ages, they did not necessarily engage in early childbearing due to concerns
about financial stability. Indeed, it is notable that many married middle class couples
described using birth control to carefully plan their pregnancies. In contrast, many
working class married couples had children at early ages and shortly into the marriage.
Furthermore, it was also common in my sample for middle class respondents to advocate
for waiting until after a college graduation to wed (see chapter four for a further
discussion of this). For working class youth, there was not a similar baseline to emerge.

“I think that if we were to get married now it would just put us in a place to just fail”:
Exceptions to the rule
In contrast to the findings described above, approximately one-fifth of the sample
did feel very strongly about the necessity of financial readiness prior to marriage.
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Specifically, 15 respondents spoke directly of intending to wait until they established
financial stability. Of these 15 respondents, there were four couples represented—where
bother partners were interviewed for the project (8 respondents). In addition to these
couples, seven respondents also expressed a desire to delay marriage until financial
security was established—specifically, 5 dating women whose partner was not
interviewed, 1 dating man whose partner was not interviewed, and 1 woman whose
partner disagreed with her assessment (although her partner was also interviewed).
These respondents were exclusively in dating (rather than engaged or married)
relationships. In general, they appeared to be responding to difficult economic
circumstances they experienced as children or adolescents. In some cases, respondents
themselves hailed from working class backgrounds and were positioned to be upwardly
mobile, while others had highly educated parents who had nevertheless experienced
tremendous financial fall-outs in recent years. As a result, these respondents placed heavy
emphasis on establishing themselves as financially independent and stable prior to
marriage.
Ava, a 21-year-old Asian woman and college student, had been “officially”
dating her boyfriend for about a year at the time of her interview. Sheepishly, she
admitted that they had “done things backward.” During freshman and sophomore year at
their religious college, the couple had a purely physical relationship—only hooking up
occasionally and otherwise not speaking. As time went on, they became friends and
realized there was something deeper between them. Now, Ava envisions marrying her
beau—but not for at least 5 years—since she believes both need to establish their careers
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and economic independence first. Unlike many of her peers, Ava was adamant in the
importance of financial stability prior to marriage. When her father was forced to close
the family business, Ava witnessed the tremendous stress that the economic fall-out had
on her parents’ relationship. As a result, Ava was unwilling to relinquish her financial
worries in order to pursue marriage. She said:
[When] my dad kind of transitioned into his career, I saw financial difficulties. To
be honest, that kind of scared the crap out of me, because I was old enough to
realize what was going on. I realized how much stress that put on my mom… I
think you have to be good with your finances and be in a stable position [to get
married], because you will be chained to whatever you’re indebted to. There’s no
room to breathe if you aren't. I know some people are optimistic about, ‘God will
provide’ or ‘it will work out.’ Whereas I am not like that and I can’t think that
way.
For Ava, the promise of sexual activity was not a lure to early marriage as it was
for some of her peers, since she was already sexually active with her boyfriend. Yet, she
nevertheless regretfully spoke of delaying her marriage by so many years because it
meant that she could not enjoy another adult privilege: cohabitation with her partner.
Indeed, while her sexual activity was unknown to her parents and religious community,
living with her boyfriend would be openly sanctioned. She said, “The one cardinal sin is
like my parents would never let me live with someone that I’m not married with... So that
was the big kicker… in the five year plan it’s like wouldn’t we live together? ...No.”
Amber, a 19 year of white woman, carried a copy of the New Testament with her
when we met a coffee shop near her home. Her father, an engineer, had been out of work
for approximately two years. As a result of this financial upset, Amber’s educational
trajectory had been altered and her own concerns for the future cemented. She worked
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part-time to support herself through community college and hoped to graduate with a
four-year degree in elementary education eventually. Although she and her boyfriend had
been dating for five years, and discuss how it will continue to be a struggle to remain
sexually chaste for another four or five years, she nevertheless would not fathom getting
married until she had not only completed school but was stably employed. Amber said,
He can propose to me when I’m in college but I don’t wanna get married until I’m
out of college, until I’m sure that I have a job and as well as [him]— I want to
make sure that he has a job as well. He wants to support me and I want to support
him.
Amber went on to explain her reasoning for this delay, saying that she never
wanted to be in a position where a sudden economic fall-out left them with no back-ups.
She explained,
I don’t want to just be okay or just feel safe. I want to be secure and safe… If my
house catches on fire or something like that… I know that I can fall back on this
amount of money to fix it kind of thing. I don’t want to be like, “Oh, my gosh, my
house is on fire, I have no money now!” kind of thing.
Amber and I returned to this point again later in interview. When I asked her about her
friends or peers, she told me that several were already engaged, married, or having
children. I asked Amber if that placed any pressure on her to get married. She explained
that it didn’t compromise her desire for economic stability. Amber said,
It doesn’t make me feel pressured. It makes me feel like, “Oh, like I can’t wait
for that to happen.” But then like it really doesn’t take a toll on me as much
because I want to be financially stable and I want my boyfriend to be financially
stable, until we get to this relationship. Because I don’t want to feel just safe or
we just made it or struggle or anything. I want to be okay. Like I want to be safe
and stable. So, when I see it, it kind of is like oh, like I can’t wait till that
happens.
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Nicholas, a 23-year-old white man, was the boyfriend of Michelle, who was
described in the previous chapter as frequently feeling pressure from acquaintances at
church to get married. Nicholas was raised in a middle class home but was no stranger to
economic difficulties. His father, who was college-educated, passed away when Nicholas
a teenager and his mother has struggled to provide for five children. As for Nick, he had
briefly pursued a career in professional sports but recently returned to his mother’s home.
During the interview, he recounted several harrowing tales of his experiences with forprofit trade schools and his current unsteady work as a court transcriptionist. While
Nicholas plans to marry Michelle, he was also disturbed by the amount of pressure that
he feels to get married—especially from his youth pastor. He tells me that this pastor,
Eddie, routinely stops him after Sunday service to ask when Nicholas and Michelle can
begin premarital counseling. Although Eddie uses the language of “God providing,”
Nicholas—who’s only earning $15,000 a year—is very skeptical of this line of reasoning.
He says,
Obviously I would say [financially stability] is important. When our pastors are
kind of pressing into getting married— and specifically [Eddie], I guess it is really
only Eddie— and he tells me to just trust in God and it will all come after. It’s
like I agree but I think there is fine line in trusting and just living foolishly. I think
that if we were to get married now it would just put us in a place to just fail. We
would have to live in a box or a basement and that it just not ideal.
Other respondents similarly discussed the value of financial stability prior to
marriage because they were uncompromising in their desire to achieve more than they
had as children. At the time of their interviews, these respondents were on the path to
upward mobility themselves, having hailed from more working class backgrounds.
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One weekend morning, I met Alicia, a 21-year-old black woman (introduced in
the previous chapter), on the deserted campus of her university. A first-generation college
student, Alicia eagerly spoke to me before and after the interview about her postgraduation plans to become a psychologist. With so much schooling ahead of her, Alicia
was hesitant to openly discuss the possibility of marriage with her boyfriend—despite
pressure from her religious peers and her devout family. For her part, Alicia was
concerned that an early marriage would derail her career trajectory, as it had for her
mother before her, who suffered economic hardship and subsequently divorced after an
early marriage. First, Alicia explained that she worried early family formation would
disrupt her educational and career plans. She stated: “I don’t wanna get married and then
not… get my doctorate.” Secondly, she highlighted the difficulty that getting married in
an uncertain economic situation would bring. Her mother, meanwhile does not
understand Alicia’s ambivalence to tie the knot. In response, Alicia explains:
He's not making a steady income. We're not stable at all. That just doesn’t make
sense, 'cause we're gonna be in more financial stress with two people than by
ourselves, because we have to deal with another person and his financial issues,
too.
Cassandra, a 19-year-old white woman, also hailed from working class roots. Her
father was a janitor and her mother worked at a grocery store. Following in the footsteps
of her older sister, Cassandra enrolled at a local religious college. She and her boyfriend,
Marcel, had met in high school. Like other respondents, Cassandra believed sex was
reserved for marriage and took avoiding that temptation very seriously. Cassandra said,
I just think that sex is created for marriage and that’s just always been my view on
it and that’s not going to change. To have that with someone in marriage is just so
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intimate and that shouldn’t be played with outside of marriage. And I think it just
ruins a relationship when that becomes a factor, and so yeah. I tell all my friends,
I’m like, “don’t even like play with that fact, because it’s hard.”
Despite the draw that marriage offered Cassandra in terms of living with
boyfriend and expressing their love physically, she did not plan to get married until after
she had found a full-time job and had graduated from college. Like Alicia, she had seen
examples from a previous generation of women who had compromise their educational
and career goals in favor of family life. Cassandra was unwilling to do the same and had
her mother’s support. She said,
I know some people just don’t want to wait, but for me, that’s always been a thing
like I need to be done school before I get married. That’s not an option, because I
know that it’s so hard to finish out college once you’re married and you just don’t
have to be worrying about school on the back of your mind— that’s just like a
burden. So, I just want to get done school. My mom she always tells me, because
she never went to school. She just wanted to get married and start a family. [But
now]…she’s like, “You need to finish school because you don’t want to be like
me one day who has to go back to school like when you’re 30 and school is hard,
especially when you have kids.”
Marcel, Cassandra’s 19-year-old white boyfriend, was of similar mind to
Cassandra. Marcel, also a college student, hailed from a middle class background.
However, like some of the respondents discussed earlier, he had developed a level of
economic anxiety after watching struggles of his family members. Specifically, his three
older brothers had all married around age 22 and experienced difficulties in their
marriages due to economic insecurity. Marcel reflected, “I've seen my brothers go
through like a lot of stuff with finances and it takes tolls on marriages…” And so, for
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himself, Marcel wanted to postpone marriage until he had met a financial baseline he
said,
I'd love to be married now but I think I'm too young and I don't know, I want to be
financially stable, be able to support her and you know, have a good household.
I've seen a lot of like people lose marriage with finance— I don't know, the more
stability you can grasp, the better.
A 19-year-old white woman, Maggie was the first in her family to attend college.
Her parents divorced when Maggie was quite young and she watched her mother struggle
to raise three children on her own. In an attempt to avoid this path, Maggie enrolled in
college as a nursing student. She was carrying a heavy student loan debt and juggling a
full course load with a busy work schedule. Although she spoke confidently about
eventually marrying her boyfriend of nearly a year, Maggie did not see this happening
any time in the near future. At the minimum, she thought she should first graduate from
college and have her student loans paid off entirely before she could consider marriage.
Meanwhile she also strongly encouraged her boyfriend to lobby his boss for a raise, since
she did not see how the couple could be comfortable on his meager earnings as a manual
laborer. Maggie explained:
…That’s what I tell [my boyfriend] a lot. We just have to get through these few
years until I can get a good job. Personally, I think it’s important to be financially
stable by yourself, before you even get married or have a relationship or anything.
Respondents who wanted to delay marriage for financial stability were very
similar in many ways to their peers who dismissed economic baselines. They were highly
religious and generally deeply embedded in church or other fellowship communities.
Most still adhered to religious proscriptions against premarital sex—or, at the very least,
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proscriptions against premarital cohabitation. Yet, the importance of economic stability
was emphasized by some middle respondents who experienced or observed acute
financial struggles in their families and by some women from working class backgrounds
who were on a pathway to upward mobility.
Conclusion
Evangelical young adults hold strongly religious worldviews, which influence
their understandings of relationships, family life, and economics. This is observed in their
discussion about financial stability prior to marriage. Many enter or plan to enter into
relatively early marriages, despite their uncertain economic situations. More generally,
most are unwilling to insist on financial security as a necessity for marital readiness as a
whole. While a great deal of quantitative work has demonstrated that the economic
circumstances of individuals and their partners predicts entry into marriage, we know less
about how these economic resources are understood by the individuals themselves.
Although religious belief is a powerful mediating factor in the consideration of
financial readiness and in shaping a conceptualization of marriage among respondents,
social class variation within the sample was also present. Some working class
Evangelicals doubted that financial stability was a viable possibility for themselves and in
general. Based on their own experience, they explained that finances were unstable by
nature. Yet, this uncertainty did not dissuade them from early marriage but rather spurred
their entrance into the union. This is a similar mechanism to that observed by Edin and
Kefalas (2005) in their work on unmarried mothers, in that financial stability was
considered unattainable. However, this chapter demonstrates that religion affects which
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milestone young adults are unwilling to compromise on. In the case of working class
Evangelicals, most pursue marriage regardless of their perceived ability to attain
economic stability.
In contrast, middle class Evangelicals are willing to compromise on financial
stability as a necessary baseline for marriage. However, they believe that economic
security is necessary for parenthood. This underscores how their own trajectories will
affect their family formation plans. Middle class Evangelicals might adopt language
about “God providing” or paint being “poor” as romantic. Yet, this state of financial
distress is almost always assumed to be temporary.
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CHAPTER 3: SECULAR REACTIONS TO EARLY MARITAL
TIMELINES
In the Evangelical subculture, marriage is highly valued. As chapter one
demonstrated, young adults adopt courtship norms that encourage early marital coupling.
This is despite the fact that many of these young people have not yet reached the
baselines that are traditionally believed necessary for marriage, especially financial
readiness.
How do the friends, family members, acquaintances, and other influential people
in the lives of Evangelical young adults respond to these unusual trajectories? In this
chapter and the following chapter, I explain how the early transition to marriage is
accompanied by overt sanctioning from two sources. First, marriage in the late teens or
early twenties is met with surprise and derision from nonreligious communities,
especially the secular peers of Evangelical young adults. Secondly, early marriage that
conflicts with educational trajectories is highly sanctioned, even within Evangelical
communities.
Attitudes towards marriage
Like adulthood, the institution of marriage has undergone tremendous change in
in the last half-century. In the midst of a changing schedule of adulthood, a transformed
economy, and new cultural and sexual norms, marriage has seen an overall decline, a
delay in its entry, and a widening of class and racial gaps (Cherlin 2010a). Attitudes have
also shifted to allow for more flexibility and personal autonomy in family arrangements
(Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001). Cherlin describes the de-institutionalization of
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marriage (Cherlin 2004) and the resulting understanding of it as being an individual
achievement (Cherlin 2010b). As discussed in previous chapters, Cherlin also argues that
marriage is seen as reserved for accomplished, successful, and self-sufficient adults.
Research on young adults confirms that most consider marriage to be something
to be “worked towards.” Carroll and colleagues (2009) report that emerging adults
consider the process of becoming “marriage ready” to be a largely personal transition that
is distinct from—and typically occurs after—subjective adulthood is achieved.
Willoughby and Hall (2015) describe three marital paradigms among young adults: the
enthusiasts, the delayers, and the hesitant. The majority of respondents in their sample
were “hesitant” towards marriage. That is, while they held a high opinion of marriage,
they intended to wait until an appropriate age and baselines had been met. Likewise,
Kefalas and colleagues (2011) identified two attitudes towards marriage among their
qualitative sample of young adults. “Marriage planners” dominated their sample and were
described as having a high respect for marriage but a belief that it must be realized only
after various milestones had been met. In contrast, a minority of “marriage naturalists”
considered marriage to be simply an expected next step in a relationship.
Yet, this research is largely restricted to the opinions of young adults themselves.
Most report on respondents’ internal and individualistic assessment of marriage
readiness.24 However, these unions occur with families, peer groups, and social networks
at large. The appropriate baselines and timelines for marriage likely vary within different
communities and taboo unions are likely subject to social response. For instance, though

24

An exception to this is Willoughby and colleagues (2011).
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religion continues to influence marriage markets for young adults (McClendon 2016),
affiliation with institutional religion declines during young adulthood (Smith and Snell
2009). As a result, religious young adults may face reactions from their peers if they
approach marriage with religion as a motivating factor, as this is largely foreign to the
priorities of most emerging adults.
What the literature is lacking is a more complete understanding of the context of
early marriages and the experiences of young adults during this transition. Whether these
marriages are met with approval, disapproval, or neutrality from outside persons is
essential for understanding the health of these unions as well as the reasoning behind
marriage horizons and timelines.
In this chapter, I describe one source of stigma that respondents who married
early or were on track to marry early faced. Most respondents reported some degree of
resistance from nonreligious influences. That is, early marriage and even serious
relationships in the late teens and early twenties faced disapproval from secular
influences. In this case, marriage was understood as conflicted with a larger cultural
narrative of emerging adulthood, which prioritizes self-discovery, exploration, and
choice.
“Are you pregnant?”: Emerging adulthood narratives and early marriage
Sanctioning towards early marriage emerged among the “secular” world. That is,
early marriage conflicted with widely-held understandings of the purpose and appropriate
pursuits of early adulthood, which were often distinct from religious priorities.
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In this case, respondents faced surprise, skepticism, or criticism at the pacing of
their romantic relationships from those outsides of their religious communities. This
pushback was typically articulated by non-Evangelical peers of respondents. To a lesser
degree, some respondents faced similar stigma from acquaintances or in more public
spaces, where persons unfamiliar with respondents were taken aback by their young ages
and engaged or married status.
Romantic relationships in respondents’ religious communities followed
distinctive courtship norms, as described in the first chapter of this dissertation. While
churches and couples might differ on the specifics, most considered casual dating to be
inappropriate—relationships were supposed to be intentional, exclusive, and committed.
Sexual purity was also highly prized and so relationships were encouraged to be chaste.
The combination of these emphases meant that dating relationships were typically
described as respondents as “serious” and assumed to be pre-marital in nature. In turn,
relationships progressed relatively quickly and culminated in marriage at young ages,
usually in the early twenties.
It was common for Evangelicals respondents to explain that there were people in
their lives that had gotten married young—such as siblings, friends, or acquaintances at
church or at school. However, these norms stood out against the larger culture, where the
age at marriage is rising (Copen et al. 2012) and traditional dating competes with the
hook-up culture and other casual sexual arrangements (Claxton and Dulmen 2013). This
was particularly the case when respondents discussed the “pace” of their romantic
relationships with secular peers. That they were participating in exclusive, often
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nonsexual and non-cohabiting relationships prior to marriage was unusual—especially in
the urban Northeast, where this study was conducted. This relationship norm meant that
respondents also married much earlier than their secular peers. Oftentimes, this was
exemplified by respondents comparing the trajectories of different groups of their friends.
Ben (introduced in earlier chapters), a white man of 28 years, married his college
sweetheart when he was 24 and she was 21. Both Ben and his wife, Robin, were deeply
religious and heavily involved in the Evangelical parachurch activities at their state
college, where they met. During the interview, Ben explained that their college friends all
married in quick succession and around the same time as he and his wife had tied the
knot. Exasperated by the expense this had caused, Ben complained, “We went to nine
weddings in one year!”
But outside of this immediate social circle, Ben noted that being a guest of so
many peers’ weddings in the early to mid-twenties was unusual. His friends from high
school were just starting to get married—nearly half a decade after him at the earliest. He
commented:
Most of my friends from high school… [are] friends who were not religiously
oriented. We just went to a wedding of a friend... So four and a half years after I
got married. Most of my other friends aren’t married from high school.

Ben’s wife, Robin encountered strong opposition from nonreligious friends who
were following a different trajectory. In particular, she noted her nominally Catholic best
friend’s distress when Robin shared the news of her upcoming nuptials. She explained:
[My best friend] just took it really hard. Like, “You’re throwing your life away.”
Like, “Why are you doing this?” “There’s so many more fish in the sea.” “I like
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Ben but you’re so young. Like you don’t have to get married right now.”
Everybody else in our small little [Evangelical] subculture thought it was totally
normal.

This diverging of pathways between religious and secular peers was described by
other respondents as well. Matthew, a 24-year-old white married man and college
graduate who was discussed in the previous chapter, also compared the trajectories of
different sets of friends. When he was a senior in high school, he told his girlfriend that
he planned to marry her. This set up his approach to college very differently—as
something to get through so that he could marry on the other side. He recounted,
When it was Valentine’s Day senior year where [my future wife] broke down, real
worried about the future, and I said, “You got nothing to worry about. I’m going
to marry you.” She just looked at me and went, “all right.” And so that also
changes the perspective when you’re heading to college it’s like, “hey at the end
of this you’re getting married.” And all my friends were like, “Aww, I don’t want
college to end.” I was like, “I need to get married after this, so I’m going to miss
you guys, but I’m going to get a wife after this. She’s awesome.”
Like Ben, Matthew also described how his secular friends from high school follow a
different marital timeline compared to many of his peers at the Christian college he
attended (although not his specific Christian friends). The following exchange describes
these distinct pathways:
Patricia:

Compared to your friends, did you get married early or later? I
know you said, kind of a marriage rush from college.

Matthew:

Which friends? Because friends change… [compared to] High
school friends, [I married] early. Most of them, they have a
significant other, marriage isn’t a conversation they talk
about…But [my wife] had one friend who got married 23 and one
got married two weeks ago. So they’re our only two married
friends from high school… College friends, of my friends, no—
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like one of them is married now, one is getting married next year.
But it wasn’t weird that we got married, lots of people did coming
out of a Christian college, but my friends didn’t. And then current
friends, because we’re friends with a lot of people from our church
and we’re friends with a lot of people who are like Young Life 25
leaders, volunteers for us and stuff, most of our friends are
married.
Rebecca, a 20-year-old white woman and community college student introduced
earlier, had been married for about half a year when I interviewed her. The daughter of a
pastor, Rebecca shares that she drifted away from her faith in high school. She
recommitted religiously after graduation and subsequently met her husband. After a brief
courtship, the couple became engaged. Although people at her church also married
young, Rebecca describes feeling on “the outs” with most of her peers, who were
following a very different script during this time in their life. She explained:
I have a lot of friends that I went to school with who I am not so close with
anymore and I haven’t spoken to after we graduated and stuff. And I know a lot of
them were like, “You’re so young.” But there were a lot of people that
questioned, like, “Are you pregnant?” And just typical questions for someone
getting married when they’re 20… Most of the people that I graduated with, they
went to public universities and are still continuing their education. And I think in
our generation, just the mindset of when you get married is totally different for
most people. Most people don’t want to get married young and they want to
experience different things before they get married.
Hillary—introduced previously—a 25-year-old white woman, wife, and mother,
had married her husband at age 21. While her husband was employed as a carpenter,
Hillary was still in college at the time of their wedding. She initially had lived away at a
religious school in New England but moved back to her hometown in order to attend a
25
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school-, and college-age populations.
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local college and plan her wedding. After she was wed, Hillary commuted to and from
school while living with her husband. I asked her what it was like to be a married college
student and Hillary explained that it was “weird” for her—and also for her peers. She
said:
Definitely weird. Yeah. It was also weird for probably some of the people around
me, because they were seniors in college who were not like even thinking about
getting married, and here’s this obnoxious, little sophomore [already married]. It
was fun because I feel like— I got enough of like going out till 1:00 and getting
pizza and all that randomly college stuff, but I don’t feel like I necessarily missed
out, but I definitely think being married young and in college was probably
weirder for the people around me than it was for me.
Elizabeth, a 19-year-old white working class woman who was engaged to be
married, felt mostly supported in her pathway to the altar by friends at church. In fact, her
fiancé, Ryan, had proposed while the couple was on a mission trip—with their help of
their youth group friends. But other people Elizabeth’s age didn’t hesitate to tell her they
disagree with her decision. She said,
Some of ‘em were like, “Oh yay! This is fun.” And then other ones are like, “You
guys are ridiculous. Like why are you doing this so soon? Like you have your
whole lives ahead of you?” …I was kind of discouraged by it at first. But even
before we got married, like, people were just telling us like, “Everyone’s gonna
say that. Just, if you know it’s right then it’s fine.”
Aubrey, a 23-year-old upwardly mobile white woman who married Shawn (both
introduced earlier), said her family and friends from her religious college were accepting
of her marriage at age 22. But occasionally, people from outside her religious subculture,
such as secular friends and customers at the café she waitressed at, would react with
surprise. Aubrey recounted:
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It helped that I was in a conservative environment. I had friends who were
married at 19 and 20, so it wasn’t shocking. But then occasionally you’ll have a
friend who’s not in that environment and they’re like, “Wait? How old are you?”
…Yeah, I still— when I start to think of the café, [people were like] “Wait?
What?” Kind of shocking. I do know the average age is surprisingly around 30 or
something.
As was described in chapter one, not only did Evangelicals get married earlier but
they also approached relationships differently. Relationships were considered precursors
to marriage—such that dating was intentional, and marriage was discussed as a
possibility early on in the relationship (if not before). These distinct relationship norms
could be jarring for those outside of the Evangelical subculture.
Luke, a 20-year-old white man, described feeling like an object of curiosity. A
college student at a state university, Luke had purchased an engagement ring but not yet
popped the question to his long-time girlfriend. The couple had met in youth group
during high school and became romantically involved a few years later. Their faith was a
major source of bonding—they prayed on the phone, read scripture together, and attended
church every Sunday. But many of Luke’s peers were not religious and could not identify
with the pace and priorities of Luke’s relationship. Asked if he ever felt pressure to not
get married quite so soon, Luke commented. “My roommates, I’m sure, think it’s weird
because they’re not in steady relationships. It doesn’t bother me.”
Kelly, a 22-year-old white college student, wore a small engagement ring on her
left hand. She and her fiancé, also a college student, had met on a mission trip abroad and
quickly entered into a serious relationship when they returned to the States. While Kelly
was on her Christian college campus and was surrounded by co-religionists, her
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relationship status as engaged was not necessarily abnormal. But she was startled to see
how very differently she approached relationships compared to her less religious
confidants. She explained:
I have three really close friends, none of them are Christians… and so for them
there’s a little bit of this like: “You’re so young, you have so much life. Like what
if you wanted to travel somewhere?...” And even like explaining to them— even
before we were engaged at all— being in a committed relationship, like what that
was like— that was so bizarre to them.
Melinda, a 21-year-old middle class white college student introduced earlier, also
described getting puzzling reactions from her friends about the seriousness of her
romantic relationship. Although Melinda was a devout Christian, she had converted
during high school and many of her hometown peers came from more secular
backgrounds. She said:
I have one friend at [my religious college] and then none of my friends at home
are actually in a relationship. Everyone does random hook ups… They’re very
confused of why I’m in a relationship. It’s like, “Don’t you realize how dumb that
is to sit here in college and be in a relationship, because you’re going to like go
off and get a job and you’re going to have to decide where you want to go based
on him and like all this stuff?” So all my friends are like literally the opposite, of
staying clear of relationships.
Sometimes, the fast progression of romantic relationships and the norms
surrounding courtship behavior could also be unnerving for Evangelicals who were
relatively new to the subculture. Autumn, a 19-year-old white woman discussed earlier,
had converted to Evangelical Christianity during high school and went on to attend a
Christian college as a first-generation student. When her boyfriend, Doug, told Autumn
that he loved her and wanted to marry her only two months into the relationship, she was
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taken aback. When she shared the seriousness of her new relationship with friends from
home—who were not Evangelical— they considered it inappropriate for someone her age
to be considering marriage. Autumn recalls:
My Christian friends at school… they're very much like, “It's whenever you feel
ready to get married, it doesn't matter how young or old you are.” But these past
few weeks when I've been home and seeing old friends they're like, “What?
You're only 19. You should live your life!” And some of them are 24 or 25 years
old but they don't see life the same way… They think that being in a six-month
relationship, that's too committed.
In general, premarital cohabitation has become a normative arrangement. Of
women who married for the first time between 2010 and 2014, 70% have cohabited with
their husband first (Hemez and Manning 2017). Yet, premarital cohabitation is avoided
among Evangelicals, as they believe it presents too much of a temptation for a couple to
remain sexually chaste prior to marriage. Consequently, respondents almost always
married (or planned to marry) without living together first. This was a significant
departure from script of most romantic relationships and often invited skepticism.
Rachel, a 28-year-old white physician’s assistant, and Zach, a 27-year-old PhD
candidate (who had married at age 24 and 23), had both moved to the same city to pursue
graduate school. But when they initially relocated, they lived in separate apartments
because of their beliefs about premarital sex and cohabitation. This invited some
questions from acquaintances. Rachel recalled,
We lived in the same town in Missouri. And then when he moved out here, we
lived five minutes from each other. And I think that was hard for people to grasp
why we didn’t live together. Like, why are you in two separate places? You’ve
been dating for like four years at this point? But I didn’t think it was good, too,
but that’s just based off of the way I was raised.
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A few minutes later, I followed up Rachel about this comment and asked if she
had received direct questions about why she and Zach had not lived together. In the
following quote, Rachel describes how their friends from Christian college did not
question their decision not to cohabit. But she notes that her graduate school classmates
were otherwise on a different trajectory—other than another woman who was also
religious minority (a Mormon). Rachel said:
When I flew out there, [my husband’s] mom was working at a job, and her coworkers were like, “Oh, are they [Rachel and Zach] staying in the same room?
And she was like, “No.” Okay… We both were newer, and most of our friends
held to the same type of standards, so that didn’t really come up… [My
classmates in graduate school], they didn’t know me that well at that point. I
mean, we had only been in school for a couple of months, and then we got
married. It was me and the Mormon girl [that were married].
Kelly, a 22-year-old white college student quoted earlier in this chapter, also
fended off suggestions about living with her fiancé before marriage from her secular
friends. She explained,
Again, so I like had this conversation with one of my friends who was like, “Why
don’t you just—don’t you want to live with him before you like get married?”
And I was like, “No. That would be way too hard in terms of keeping— like that
is not a good idea.” …My like family’s perspective like you wait to get married to
have sex and so like living with that person would like that would literally be
impossible… I don’t want to give myself like whole-heartedly to this person
before I have said like I want to marry you. And so wanting marriage as me
publicly saying like in front of God, in front of friends and family, both who
believe God and don’t, like this is the person, these are my vows to you and I’m
going to keep them…
Other respondents also described how their secular friends, even those who were
in romantic relationships, were not as far long on the pathway to marriage as they were.
Martin, a biracial middle class college graduate who had wed at 23, recounted how he
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had wed “early” among his peers. He explains that he got married—rather than just
continuing to date his wife, April—because of his beliefs. Contrasting himself with a
friend, Martin said:
We got married a lot earlier than people than I know. I see a lot of people in longterm relationships, boyfriend/girlfriend kind of thing. I have a friend right now
who's been dating the girl that he's dating his girlfriend for seven - six, seven
years now. I just think that he has a different philosophy. I don't think he thinks he
needs to get married in order to have a full relationship with his girlfriend.
To answer your question, was it early? I think it was, but I don't think it's early for
what my philosophy is, 'cause I probably would have started dating her even if I
didn't have that philosophy. I'd probably just be dating her now.
Melanie and Vincent, both 22 and engaged to be married, had converted to
Evangelical Christianity when they were 20. Both had been raised in nominally religious
households, although Melanie had an influential uncle who was a pastor. While Vincent’s
closest friend was supportive of his marriage plans, Vincent describes many who
disparaged his decision. He said,
Then you have our peers. People who aren’t really close to us that sit there and be
like, “You got time to wait, man.” Then there’s people who are like, “Oh man,
you’re getting married. Like the old ball and chain.” We got mixed reviews from
a lot of people.
Melanie, who I also interviewed separately, chimed in several times during her
fiancé’s interview. In the following discussion, Melanie and Vincent share how their new
social network—made of other Evangelical Christians—was composed on many other
premarital couples. Their exchange went as follows:
Vincent:

New friends that we’re making though, we’re making a lot of new
Christian friends—

Melanie:

Everybody is engaged. They’re our age.
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Vincent:

They’re top out at like 23. It’s crazy.

Melanie:

We just started going to this career group with our church we just
started going to a new church and everybody is young and
engaged.

Vincent:

Or on the path to it. Like dating. It’s awesome. Christian culture.

Indeed, I observed the enthusiasm surrounding young marriage in Christian
culture at Vincent and Melanie’s engagement party, which my husband and I attended.
By happenstance, I met Melanie’s uncle—who was an Evangelical pastor—and saw his
delight at learning that not only was his niece getting married young but that I had talked
to many other respondents who had done so. The following excerpt from my field notes
describes this:
Tim [my husband] and I both grabbed a drink and then meandered down
the patio stairs, where there was a long plastic table. Seated at the table, we would
learn, was Melanie’s aunt, uncle, and cousin. Her uncle was a good-looking man
in his early forties, with the same black hair color as Melanie and small brown
eyes. His wife was about the same age with a bobbed brown hair cut and sat next
to me, good naturedly arguing with her three-year-old about how much cake she
could eat. I talked to their young daughter about cake and Tim and Melanie’s
uncle had a conversation about S’mores, as all of the young adults were starting to
gather in a circle around the bonfire.
Lanterns came out as daylight left. The fire started to roar. Eventually,
Melanie’s uncle asked how we knew Melanie and Vincent and I explained that I
had met them through my dissertation project—and that Tim was along for the
ride. Her uncle asked me a little bit about the project and I said I’d been
introduced to Melanie and Vincent because they were relatively young and
getting married.
Melanie’s uncle’s eyes lit up. “It’s so good to hear about people getting
married young. You never hear that anymore.” His wife volunteered that they had
married around age 21.
While early marriage and fast marital pathways were normalized and expected in
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the Evangelical subculture, many respondents experienced negative reactions to their
timelines from their secular peers. That they were getting married—or even pursuing a
relationship with intentionality—at their young age was contrary to how many of their
peers understood the life stage of emerging adulthood.
“’How old are you?’ I would get that question a lot”: Sanctioning from secular
acquaintances and members of the public
Outside of peer groups, respondents also sometimes faced scrutiny of their
marriage decisions from acquaintances or from complete strangers. Sometimes people in
occupational settings and also people in the public judged them to be “too young” and
felt free to comment on the incompatibility of their age and marital status.
Caleb—introduced earlier—was a 25-year-old white man who married four years
prior to the interview. While he was young to get married, he was only given a “hard
time” about it by a handful of coworkers and the occasional customer at the car
dealership that he worked at. However, in one case, Caleb was able to “win over” one of
his coworkers who changed his mind about Caleb’s young age. Caleb recounted,
More people who didn’t know us at all like guys at the shop or customers like,
“Why the hell do you want to do that [get married]?” I'm like, “Look, just because
yours [marriage] failed three times, doesn’t mean I’m in the same boat. Don’t
worry about it.” Then everyone who then would talk to me enough—there was
one guy in particular at first he said, “Oh, you’re too young to get married.” I got
to know him very well. He said, “Man, I take that back. You’re not too young to
get married.” He said, “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders.”
Megan, Caleb’s wife and 24-year-old white woman, also commented that they
received the occasional comment out in public about their young ages. She noted:
I don’t think I ever felt pressure not to get married but I think people seeing us as
married like as a young couple, [they] always make comments like, “You’re so
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young! You’re so young to be married!” Like, well, we’ve already done it.
[laughs]
Casey, a 22-year-old white man who married at age 20, also noted that he
received inquiries into his age when people learned he was married, but not did not
experience it as particularly negative. Casey said, “I mean just little things in passing
from acquaintances or friends or people that I didn’t even really know when I told them I
was getting married, like, “oh, how old are you?”
Evan, a 28-year-old white man who married at age 22, described sensing that
people thought his marital age was unusual. Working as an engineer, he noticed that his
coworkers expressed interest at his young age. Additionally, having just spent two
months on jury duty, he also noticed that some of his fellow jurors were taken aback at
how young and how quickly he wed. Evan said,
Compared to people I work with, [I married] young, but I’ve never had the vibe
of, “Whoa, you got married so young,” per se. And then just random people I
would meet at jury duty or wherever, a little bit of the vibe, you got married
young… People at work [will ask] ‘Oh, wow, how long after college [did you get
married?” I’m like, “Actually that summer.” “Oh my gosh. Did you whatever
first? Did you know where you were going to live? What you do for this or that?”
But never a negative vibe or connotation.
In contrast, comments about women’s age at marriage seemed to be particularly
negative—rather than simply observational. Women also seemed to receive comments
more often than men, likely because the visible signs of engagement and marriage (such
as engagement rings).
Faith, a 20-year-old white woman and aspiring photographer, introduced in earlier
chapters, found strong disapproval regarding her relationship trajectory from a very ironic
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source. In addition to taking classes at a community college, Faith was employed parttime at a bridal boutique. Her boss at the boutique strongly disapproved of young
marriages. Asked if anyone had ever expressed concerns about her relationship, Faith
responded affirmatively, saying:
Actually for me, yes… My relationship with my bosses at the [bridal boutique] is
really good, because I’m the only employee there, so we have a lot of time where
it’s just me and my one particular boss who’s always at the shop… She would
kind of speak negatively about young marriage or young relationships.
I don’t think that I realized the effect that that had on me until recently where it
started to warp my opinion on young marriage and young relationships. It wasn’t
really actually how I felt it just was like …she was someone I respected her
opinion of kind of just affecting my thought process. So, during the [relationship]
break that we just took, it was then that I really was able to identify what in me
was being fearful about marriage, moving towards that. And I think that was
probably one of the biggest things for me in relation to that question having
someone else influence negatively how I feel about marriage.
People at Faith’s church noticed the change in her beliefs and behavior. A married
couple at the church, aged 24 and 25, took Faith out to coffee, sat her down, and told her
they had concerns with her new approach to relationships. This led to Faith and her
boyfriend taking a “break,” wherein Faith prayed and repented before reuniting with her
partner, Owen. When I asked Faith for examples of what her boss would say about young
marriage, Faith offered the following:
She would say things like, “You change so much”—"just think about the change
you made”—this is her talking to me— “Think about the change you made from
when you first started dating Owen to now. You’re not the same person. Think
about the change that happens between when you’re 20 and 30. If you get married
at 20 that’s like 10 years of dramatic change, because you’re finding who you are,
blah, blah, blah.”
But what I realized over the last two weeks is change is inevitable. It’s going to
happen. It would be bad if I was the same person I was on tenth grade. That
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would be bad. I should be changing. I should be growing. But when Christ is the
center, it’s okay to change. I find that to be true with our relationship, because I
like him so much more as a person now than I did in tenth grade, than I did in
eleventh grade. I like the person he’s becoming more as he’s changing.
I think I just was really fearful of the fact that-I guess I was fearful of change in
myself even. Just scared of who I’m going to be like if I don’t like him in five
years. You wake up one day and you’re like, “I married the wrong person.” But
that’s just not a fear that’s valid, because you can never—I mean, you can never
know who I’m going to be when I’m 30, but all I know is if I keep Christ the
center and if he keeps Christ the center we’re going to be okay.
Isobel was a 21-year-old Latina woman, first introduced in chapter two. She and
her fiancé planned to marry in the upcoming summer. A Christian couple, Isobel
described how many people from high school (where they met) presumably found their
impending nuptials a source of interest—or maybe a spectacle. Isobel recounted getting a
number of new Instagram followers from high school after her engagement was
announced, which she interpreted as them checking up on her because it was an oddity.
She said,
Well, like our close friends have all been really great. It’s just really funny how
people from high school and stuff started following us on social media just to like
see pictures I guess. I don’t know, just be nosy. But like anytime we run into
people, like all of our close friends are very supportive and just like great. We
have a whole people from high school, but most of our friends are from church
and our small group that we do. So there’s people who are engaged who are our
age, too, so everyone is just really great. It’s like normal. But there’s people who
from high school who we’re not close with and we don’t really care what they
think anyway.
In addition, Isobel had received several notable instances of pushback in her
workplace. She shared how a recent coworker was “weird” after he saw her engagement
ring. Isobel explained:
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At my job, there’s this man that just got hired, and so I went up to him to go over
a report or something and he saw my ring… and then he was like, “If you don’t
mind me asking, why are you marrying so young?” It was so awkward.
Valerie, a 23-year-old white woman mentioned previously, also faced skepticism
and implicit disapproval from coworkers. A recent college graduate, Valerie’s new
coworkers were perplexed by her marital status. She recounted, “But I can remember like
coworkers or whatever being like, “Oh, you’re getting married? Like you’re engaged?
How old are you?” I would get that question a lot.”
Other women recounted absolute strangers in public spaces who noted their
astonishment or explicit disapproval. Maya, a 23-year-old white woman, had been
married two weeks when we met for an interview. Holding a master’s degree from a
Christian college, Maya was surrounded by many peers who wed shortly after graduation.
While Maya’s immediate social circle was supportive, she faced occasional pushback.
The day after we met, I received a text from Maya. She reported: “The lady from the
Social Security office said I’m too young to be married! LOL.”
Monica—the wife of Casey— encountered more intense scrutiny than her
husband, who just met the occasional surprised acquaintance. Married at 20, Monica
recounted how she faced strong disapproval from strangers while celebrating her
bachelorette party with some girlfriends. Because she was sporting a celebratory sash,
people approached and asked if it was her birthday. When Monica responded that she
was getting married, people were aghast. Monica recounted,
Monica:

…So my friends were very excited. I don’t think I got any
pushback from them. People that we didn’t know, strangers,
thought we were nuts.
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Patricia:

Tell me about that.

Monica:

I mean, I just remember some of my girlfriends, like threw a party
for me, we went out to [name of town] and they gave me a sash to
wear. People were like, ‘oh, is it your birthday?’ I’m like, ‘no, I’m
getting married.’ They weren’t even ashamed to show it. They
were just—“You are ready to get married?” But like, [they didn’t]
know me and my situation. I tried not letting it bug me because it
didn’t matter. But yeah, I mean, even just that night I got so many
looks and comments, because that’s not when people get married
in society today. It’s in your thirties. So definitely got some looks.

Conclusion
Evangelicals who marry early or advance towards the altar at younger ages face
considerable scrutiny and disapproval, most vocally from their secular friends. To a lesser
degree, this disapproval is sometimes echoed by acquaintances or even in public settings
by strangers. Marrying in the late teens or even the early twenties is not only statistically
unusual but is also judged to be mismatched with a larger script about emerging
adulthood. Hence, Evangelical young adults are in a bind. On the one hand, their
religious background highly values marriage and family life. This stands in opposition to
the wider secular narrative, which sees emerging adulthood as a period of exploration,
freedom, and self-discovery.
Breaking these norms can bring exclusion and criticism to young adults who
marry at young ages. The strong sanctioning of early marriage among respondents in this
paper may be of concern for the outcomes of young couples. Notably, perceived
disapproval of romantic pairings lends itself to relationship dissolution (Felmlee 2001;
Lehmiller and Agnew 2006; Sprecher and Felmlee 1992) or negative health outcomes for
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one or bother partners (Blair and Holmberg 2008). This disapproval is perhaps related to
the higher rates of dissolution among early marriages (Booth and Edwards 1985; Lehrer
1998; Raley and Bumpass 2003).
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CHAPTER 4: SOCIAL CLASS REACTIONS TO MARITAL TIMELINES
The previous chapter described the social sanctioning to early marital timelines
that Evangelicals faced from secular sources. Within Evangelical communities, young
adults were expected to pursue intentional romantic relationships and marry at relatively
younger ages than the rest of the population. Yet, this accelerated path to marriage also
interfered with middle class sensibilities regarding the importance of a college degree. In
other words, middle class Evangelicals were expected to marry young—but not too
young and preferably still after they had finished college and found work. Importantly,
this pushback occurred even among co-religionists, who did not disapprove of early
marriage in and of itself but considered it foolish to advance to this stage without first
acquiring important educational credentials.
To a lesser degree, the specifics of wedding plans of young married respondents
were occasionally sanctioned within middle class cultural milieus. Due to their young
ages and economic instability, many weddings were simple, relatively inexpensive, and
planned in a short period of time. Sometimes the fact that these events went against the
grain in terms of normative middle class weddings was met with disapproval.
Marriage for the middle class
While the majority of all women are projected to marry within their lifetime,
middle class women—those with a bachelor’s degree—are more likely to marry than
their less educated counterparts (Goldstein and Kenney 2001). Indeed, educational
homogamy has also increased in the last several decades, such that men and women with
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similar economic and cultural statuses are more likely to marry one another—particularly
that those with a bachelor’s degree marry a college-educated partner (Kalmijn 1991a,
1991b, 1998; Schwartz and Mare 2005). Both men and women are also expected to be
financial contributors to their union (Sweeney 2002).
While a college education predicts eventual marriage, there is also a normative
sequence to these events. Namely, people typically expect to hold an educational
credential in hand prior to their nuptials. Scholars have found that enrollment in school
decreases the likelihood of marriage, such that marital and family roles are considerable
incompatible with student status (Blossfeld and Huinink 1991; Thornton, Axinn, and
Teachman 1995).
While marriage is prized by their religious community, many Evangelicals still
ascribe importance to acquiring middle class baselines prior to marriage. In particular, a
bachelor’s degree is considered an important milestone for marriage-readiness.
Evangelical young adults typically describe wanting to wait until after college graduation
to marry their significant others—and may face considerable pushback if they advance
their relationship before acquiring a degree.
“Why don’t you wait two or three more years until you’re both done with school?”:
Middle class sensibilities and early marriage
Respondents in middle class cultural milieus faced additional stigmatization when
their marriage-pathways conflicted with educational and career trajectories. In these
cases, it was not their age, per se, that was the source of sanctioning but rather the
ordering of these milestones. In particular, middle class sensibilities dictated the
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importance of achieving an educational foundation in the form of a bachelor’s degree
prior to marriage.
In practice, Evangelical romantic relationships were typically assumed to be
headed towards marriage. This was supported by most religious peers and family
members. In most cases, this would result in relatively early marital unions—or at least
earlier than the secular norm. In fact, the handful of respondents who did not date during
college, expressed discomfort that they were not progressing on the appropriate timeline.
Their families expected them to enter serious relationships and marry shortly after a
bachelor’s degree was acquired. Edward, a 25-year-old white man who only began a
romantic relationship after graduating from college, described the model relationship
pathway that was expected of him. He explained:
My older brother started dating freshman year of college. And so just that
precedent was set, and he married very young. Like he graduated from college in
March 2012 when he was 21 and got married two months later.

Indeed, many other Evangelical young adults seemed to have internalized the
bachelor’s degree as an important baseline for marriage readiness. Paul, a 24-year-old
white man introduced previously, was a college graduate while his fiancé was finishing
her senior year. Though Paul was already stably employed and had completed his
education, he considered it unsuitable to tie the knot prior to his fiancé’s college
graduation. Thus, while Paul proposed while his fiancé was still a student, he had long
ago decided that their wedding would be delayed until after she achieved this educational
milestone. He stated:
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I kind of made a goal where like if they’re in school, I wasn’t going to marry
them, or they were going to wait ‘til college is over. That was something I even
said for myself, like I’m not going to get married when I’m in school.

The strength of this norm was perhaps mostly “loudly” expressed among the
handful of respondents who broached the topic of getting married while still in college. In
most cases, families were accepting of Evangelical young adults’ personal decision to
marry but objected to the timeline. Reactions from family were often swift and very
disapproving, even when they were supportive of the relationship more generally. It is
important to note that these negative reactions occurred even within religious settings.
Evangelical family members, and sometimes even religious schools, still preferred young
adults to wait until after college graduation to tie the knot.
Caroline (introduced in previous chapters), a 23-year-old white woman, married
her beau, Jeffrey, shortly after both had graduated from college. However, this was later
than the couple initially hoped for. Chuckling, Caroline reflected on the intense scolding
they would have received had they married while still in college from her middle class
parents and her middle class in-laws. She said, “We had talked briefly about getting
married before he finished or eloping my senior year. We did not elope my senior year.
Would’ve been really maddening for both of our families.”
Likewise, Jeffrey also got advice to avoid getting married during college. In fact,
his grandmother went as far as to discourage him from “falling in love” during school.
Jeffrey described his grandmother’s displeasure as follows:
Two months before I started dating Caroline, this was as I was, kinda getting to
know her, before we started going out on coffee dates. I was talking to my
grandmother on the phone. She was like, “You should focus on your study,” you
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know, “Don’t fall in love too soon.” Ok grandma. I can do that. Then two months
later I was dating. She is very much, of the mind that, you know, you need to have
yourself together before you get married. You know you need to be, in a good
place. I mean, she’s been unhappy about every one of her grandchildren getting
married. Then again we’ve all gotten married pretty young [laughs].
Luke, a 20-year-old white college student and son of a doctor, had been dating,
Laura, a 21-year-old white college student from a middle class background, for about
three years by the time I interviewed them. The couple had been talking of marriage very
seriously. So seriously, in fact, that Luke had already bought an engagement ring. He
explained that Laura’s family was not happy with this development because they initially
thought this meant that the couple would get married during college. Once they realized
Luke’s plans were to wait until after college graduation, they expressed their approval.
The following exchange describes this turn of events:
Patricia:

Do you have a timeline when you want to get married? I know you
said sometime before you graduate you want to propose.

Luke:

Yeah. I don’t want to get married while I’m in college, because I
think that’s a poor choice for me, but not long after. We’re not
going to live together unless we're married… it’s not just to live
with her that’s why I would get married, but that would be nice to
not have to say goodbye to her at the end of the night and spend
more time with her and actually have our lives together instead of
have our lives together but separate, so sometime after college.

Patricia:

So why is like not marrying in college not for you?

Luke:

I think it would be hard to live together and also instead of that
stress during school it would be better to just wait till after for both
of us.

Patricia:

Do her parents know that you have a ring?

Luke:

Yes. They’re totally fine. They were weirded out at first just
because they felt like, you know, it's their youngest daughter, but
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they love me and they're totally cool with it… They thought it was
going to be right away, and I realized, we’re planning, we’re
waiting, and they’re totally happy...
Patricia:

Did you ask for a blessing?

Luke:

Before I propose I will. I haven’t proposed so, I mean, I figured I’d
buy the ring first. Of course, I would never do that without asking.
I’ll ask all her brothers and dad, even though it’s not necessary, I
just respect that.

Patricia:

So how did they react at first? What were their concerns?

Luke:

They didn’t tell me directly, but they told Laura and Laura told
them that I was considering it. They just thought that it was early.
Why would I do that this early? They thought, again, that we were
going to get married soon. Once Laura explained that [we were
waiting until after college], they understood and they were totally
fine with it.

Laura, Luke’s fiancé, independently confirmed her belief that couples should wait
until after college to marry. When I interviewed her, which was months prior to Luke, she
described a peer in her dorm that was getting married that year. Although Laura was
about to get engaged, she was taken aback by the fact this girl was actually getting
married during college. It seemed incompatible with the life stage, for Laura. She
explained:
I know a few people that got married right after high school. They were more
from the south, but I was like really surprised, especially because then I don’t
think they really went to school and things like that. That’s their decision, but I do
think at least getting a college degree is important if you can afford it. There are
some people who can go into the workforce and do great without it and that’s
amazing. I just had a girl who was on my hall last year, she just got engaged and
they were both sophomores and they plan on getting married in May. I just think
that’s really young, which is funny, because I’m like thinking about [marriage]
too. I just think like okay, so you’ll be going into your junior year and you’ll have
no source of income. You both are still have two more years to go. You have to
live somewhere in this area, which is really expensive, so I think that was kind of
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young.
I definitely think right after high school, especially because I was saying if one of
you do go to college, there’s a lot of change that happens, and I think that’s
important to make sure you go through a lot of change and you go through those
big life moments together before you’re like, oh, yes, let’s settle down and do this,
because that’s when you start going through those big changes and that’s where
those big arguments stem from and then that’s where a lot of divorce comes from
because people aren’t prepared for any of this.
Casey, a 22-year-old white man discussed in earlier chapters, married his college
sweetheart when both were aged 20. Before asking his future wife out on a date, Casey
met her father to ask for permission. As the relationship continued, Casey routinely spoke
with his future father-in-law about the pace of their relationship and his plans for the
future. When the couple began struggling to avoid sexual temptation, Casey decided they
should get married sooner than later. Although his girlfriend’s father liked and approved
of Casey, he was not pleased at the prospect of marriage in the midst of an undergraduate
education. Casey explained:
Over the next four or five months he and I talked quite a bit. I kind of let him
know, “Hey, we would like to get married soon. Much sooner rather than later.”
At first, he wasn’t as excited about that. [He said,] “Well, you know, why don’t
you wait two or three more years until you’re both done with school?”
In the end, Casey was able to persuade his father-in-law and the couple wed in
college. Otherwise, however, were persuaded to wait until after college. Liam, 25-yearold white man introduced in chapter two, likewise explained that his Evangelical family
was supportive of his early marriage (at age 23)—but only because he had a bachelor’s
degree already. In retrospect, Liam is a bit frustrated by this. He explained,
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My parents were all on board and excited [with my marriage], but I think it helped
that I had graduated by that time… I don’t know. This is going beyond the bounds
of question, but we got married young. I’ve turned into a bit of a defender of
people getting married young… I think there’s some kind of gut reactions that
people have against people getting married before finishing college and those
reasons are never fully explained. And when examined, they’re not as thorough as
people tend to think they are.
Liam came back to this theme later in the interviewed. Asked if he felt any pressure to
marry or any pressure not to marry, he expressed his frustrations again. He said,
Yes [I felt pressure not to get married]. Especially when we started talking about
marriage there was pressure to not get married, and it mostly came from what I
was just talking about a few minutes ago about the idea of you don’t get married
before finishing college. Where when we started into the conversation about
marriage I was maybe a bit more intense and gung ho about it than I should have
been. I almost wanted to plow through and get married just to prove a point to
people. At that time, there were times I recall being very frustrated and upset that
there was pressure against me to not get married.
In addition, some respondents faced pushback in middle class influences outside
their immediate families. In particular, some respondents reported strong reactions
towards their marital timelines within educational settings.
Jamielynn (introduced in chapter one as having courted her husband), a 26-yearold white woman, married her husband when she was 20. While Jamielynn’s husband,
who was two years older than her, was a recent college graduate at the time of their
wedding, Jamielynn was still attending classes at a local community college. She
recounted her classmate’s surprise when her purity ring was replaced by an engagement
ring. But beyond the bewilderment of her peers, Jamielynn faced additional scrutiny by a
college professor. She recounted the story, saying:
I had an art teacher at that season, this was actually the harshest and most critical
conversation I had… After that class, he pulled me into the hallway and
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reprimanded me like pretty hard core. It was like, “You cannot be focusing on
marriage right now. You are in college. You’re an artist and you need to take that
seriously.” … I was a student in one of his classes. And he took it very personally
and seriously I remember just being really wowed by his passion for reprimanding
me. I could tell he felt so dignified in what he was saying, like, ‘I’m going to do
this girl a favor and break off her engagement’— that seemed to be his goal…
Jamielynn’s experience with her professor occurred at a local community college.
But this disapproval in educational settings was not confined to secular environments.
Kenneth, a 22-year-old black male, got married when he was 20 years old. He and his
wife had met at Bible college, where Kenneth was pursuing a four-year degree. Even
within this religious institution, Kenneth faced pushback at the prospect of marrying
while still a college student. He said,
I felt pressure not to get married... I had an advisor, like an academic advisor, kind
of like [say], “Oh, you should focus on school,” and all that stuff. Stuff like that,
people say. I dunno. Not pressure but there was like suggestions of getting
married later kind of stuff.
In contrast, young adults who were not in middle class cultural environments did
not face the same kind of skepticism about meeting various milestones prior to marriage.
This was most clearly expressed through cross-class marriages, where spouses
encountered very different reactions to their upcoming nuptials from their respective
families.
Patrick, a 26-year-old black man discussed in previous chapters, wed his wife
when both were 18. Patrick, a former truck driver and now Uber driver, excitedly shared
his good news with anyone who would listen. In contrast, his wife kept their marriage a
secret for near half a year before telling her family. Patrick was frustrated by this but
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understood his wife’s reasoning. He explained:
She didn't want our relationship to be known until she was ready. She had wanted
to keep us on the low-low as much as possible 'cause her dad and her mom was
like, "Finish school first, then get a boyfriend or whatever." So, we tried to keep
our relationship under discreet. I'd say her sophomore year we finally told
everybody that we was married or whatever.

Patrick did not attend college and marriage was not perceived as impeding his
progress. When he told his grandmother and other family members, he explained they
were “happy about it” while his middle class in-laws were furious. Gina recounts sharing
the news with her family as extremely tense. Six months into their marriage, Gina sent
her parents a text message and said she wanted to talk.
I said, "Mom, what are you doing?" She said, "I'm driving." I said, "You might
want to pull over. So I wanted to tell you about something. I made a really big
decision. It's the biggest decision a woman can make in her life." She was like,
"What, you're engaged?" I said, "A little bit past that." And she said, "You're not
telling me you're married?" And I was like, "Yeah, I am." She was like, "Okay,
when did this—" She was like, "Let me pull over. You were right." So then she
was like, "When did this happen?" And I said, "Almost six months ago now."…
She was like, "Oh, yes, I am gonna need to talk to your dad about this." So she
had the conversation with my dad.
Then my dad called me— us [my husband and I]. We weren't in the same place.
[My husband] was still in Chicago for the first two-and-a-half years that I was
here. So my dad called us back, so to speak. He said what he had to say to me,
and I say it that way intentionally. You understand the connotation. He said what
he had to say to me. Then he said what he had to say to [Patrick]. Then he said
what he had to say to us. Then my brothers called me and said what they had to
say to me. Then my uncles called me and said what they had to say to me, except
my mother's brother.
Understandably, Gina’s family was shocked to have been kept in the dark. After
assuring everyone she was not pregnant, she had another conversation with her dad.
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My dad told me, "Would we not have agreed [to you getting married]? Yes, we
would not have agreed that that was the best thing for you to do. But at the end of
the day, it's your life. Would we have been able to stop you? No. Clearly you did
it anyway. We just would have wanted to be part of it, to at least be informed.
Even if it wasn't you're asking us for permission, to just inform us beforehand
would have been nice.” …[But I said] “But I know based on how you're reacting
now what you would have done then.”
Other marriage with cross-class origins likewise were faced with different
reactions. Ben and Robin, both college graduates, had come from different home lives.
Neither of Ben’s parents had graduated from high school, while Robin’s parents both had
graduate degrees. Ben mentioned his plans to propose to Robin to his parents— but he
can barely recall their reaction. It must not have been very significant, he figured, given
that they had married at 19. Ben said, “I don’t really remember the reaction… The idea of
getting married young, normal, not a problem— [My brother] got married at 24, my older
brother.”
Robin’s family, however, was another story. Robin was still in college when Ben
proposed. Ben recounts a painful dinner where he shared his plans with Robin’s parents.
The dinner was so awkward. Robin’s dad just did not want to talk about it. He
was talking the entire time but about nothing… And when the waitress came
around and asked, “Do you want coffee or dessert?” “Oh no, we’re fine.” “John!
We’re having dessert.” That’s what Robin’s mom said. So she knew. She was in
my corner. So I said that I wanted to marry Robin. I showed them the ring. They
got teary-eyed. They asked me when. And I said, “I’m gonna propose tomorrow.”
And they, like— it was like a wrecking ball. Um, yeah, I might’ve felt bad. But I
don’t remember now… I ended up being pretty upset with Robin’s parents from
that point, I think, until maybe six months into us being married. Because it was
clear that they did not want me to marry Robin and not because it was me but they
just didn’t—they were very practical, very, I think wise financially especially.
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Robin confirmed that her family was deeply upset by her impending nuptials. Ben
was only 24, in graduate school, and carried a great deal of student loan debt with no
income. Robin was 21 and wed only a month after her college graduation. This was a
serious red flag to her parents, as Robin describes:
My family was pretty angry, pretty confused. I think like, up until, the night of the
wedding, my dad would use phrases like, “There’s still time,” “You don’t have to
do this,” “You know, you could change your mind today.”

“This is not how I imagined it”: The simple wedding and its middle class discontents
To some extent, the norms and expectations surrounding a wedding can also
invite a level of socially-classed criticism for the middle class that the working class may
not encounter in the same way. By and large, I was surprised by how simple and frugal
the weddings of my respondents were, given that I was also from the area and familiar
with wedding prices. However, the simplicity of weddings sometimes invited more
skepticism from the families of middle class Evangelicals than the weddings of the
working class.
Ian, a 22-year-old white who was engaged to be married to Kelly (both described
earlier), suspected that his wedding might raise some eyebrows. The couple were
planning on renting a pavilion in a state park and hosting a cook-out for their reception.
Although his family was not openly expressing their dismay, Ian said he would not be
surprised if his mom was less than pleased with this idea. He said,
Also, with the wedding planning, too, we’re planning a super simple wedding and
my mom’s like what’s going on? This is not how I imagined it. We’re kind of
pushing the fold with that, too.
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Some early-married middle class young adults felt that they “got away” with a
simple wedding because they were so young. At a later age when they were more firmly
established in their class trajectories, they thought they might have faced additional
scrutiny. On a Sunday afternoon, I attended the baby shower of my respondent, Aubrey.
Standing near the cheese plate, a friend of Aubrey’s from church named Ed—a white
man in his early thirties—struck up a conversation about differences in weddings. I made
a comment that there seemed to be regional difference in the cost and norms of weddings,
citing a recent Southern wedding which I found lovely but much more restrained than
many of my friends’ weddings in the Northeast. Ed reflected on how his church hall
wedding was less strange as a young man than it would be for him now as an established
adult. The following except from my field notes recounts this:
Ed nodded appreciatively at that statement. “Yeah, that’s probably true.” I
breathed a sigh of relief, having felt like I was being quizzed. Ed kept talking.
“My wife and I were talking about this recently. We got married when we were
20 and 21. But now we could never have the type of wedding we had then. We
just had a bunch of people in a church fellowship hall. But now I’m a lawyer,
she’s a physician’s assistant. We couldn’t invite people from work—
professionals— to a wedding like the one we had.”

To be clear, not all of my middle class respondents who held simple weddings
expressed much in the way of significant stigma. However, it was notable to me that none
of my working class married respondents described frustrating encounters with their
families over the elaborateness or planning of the wedding.
I met my respondent, Melanie, a 21-year-old working class biracial woman who
was engaged to be married, at a coffee shop on weekend afternoon. Also meeting us was
Melanie’s stepmother and a potential wedding florist. Much of the conversation I
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observed centered on how to save costs and how keep the wedding simple. The following
three examples from my field notes that day highlight the level of comfort that Melanie
stepmom, Anna, had with discussing a relatively simply wedding.
The ceremony would be hosted outside, presumably presided over by her uncle
who was a Baptist pastor. Her bridal party included six girls, who would be
dressed in beige dresses. Vincent would be wearing a navy-blue suit, not a tux. At
one point, Anna asked if she should tell Melanie’s dad to rent a tux. “No, just a
suit… My wedding’s not going to be fancy like that,” Melanie responded.
…More details of the wedding came out—the number of friends and family
involved made me think this was more of budget operation than I had originally
been reading. Anna, for instance, would make her own candies and would be
providing the favors. A food truck would be serving the meal. A friend of
Melanie’s would bake the cupcakes for dessert. An extended discussion about
where they could scrimp and save in the floral cost also came up. The florist
offered several suggestions—buy your own lanterns, etc. She would also mix the
greens in the garlands so that they were not $6 a foot. Perhaps they could use the
bridal party bouquet to decorate a table or two instead of buying additional
centerpieces.
…Anna wriggled her fingers at me, showing off her new wedding band and
commented that she had just gotten married and that her son, who lived nearby,
was also going to get married in his backyard soon. I wished her congratulations
and Anna said, “We’re are a marrying family! But a poor family!”

Conclusion
Middle class cultural sensibilities idealize marriage but still presume baselines,
particularly the receipt of a bachelor’s degree, prior to marriage. This can conflict with
religious messages about the importance of sexuality purity and encouragement of unions
to progress towards marriage. Hence, Evangelical young adults of middle class origin are
pulled in different directions. On the one hand, marry early. On the other hand, don’t
marry too early—at least not while you’re a student.
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Marriages in college were typically understood as inappropriate. The reasoning
behind this seemed to be a mix of normative thoughts on the experience of college, as
well as seeing wisdom in waiting until some level of security has been reached. To a
lesser extent, some middle class respondents were also aware that they were breaking
aesthetic sensibilities by having very simple weddings at early ages, when their middle
class families would have expected something more elaborate.
Prior research indicates that the religious messages transmitted to young adults
can help to reproduce the typically lower social class status of Conservative Protestants,
particularly through depressing the educational attainment of women (Fitzgerald and
Glass 2008; Glass and Jacobs 2005; Glass, Sutton, and Fitzgerald 2015). My findings
suggest that middle class Evangelicals are actually discouraged from marrying prior to
receiving a bachelor’s degree. This particular messaging—wherein marriage is promoted
early enough to be distinct but still adheres to some degree of middle class norms so as
not to be countercultural—may be an example of Evangelical’s successful subcultural
identity (Smith 1998).

146

CONCLUSION
In the last several decades, the median age at first marriage has shot up to the late
twenties for both men and women. In the eyes of many, the institution of marriage is
something reserved for older, established adults rather than those in their late teens or
early twenties. The prevailing theoretical understanding of marriage describes it as a
marker of a stable adult life (Cherlin 2004, 2010b). While this perspective may capture
the primary conceptualization of marriage in the modern day, it may have limited
interpretative or predictive power considering family formation behaviors stemming from
religious ideology. Indeed, religious teachings and leadership, particularly among
Evangelical Protestants, stress the importance of sexual purity and the value of marriage
and parenthood
In this dissertation, I demonstrate that Evangelical young adults often pursue
family formation before other milestones of adulthood. While religious beliefs direct
Evangelicals of both middle and working class backgrounds to pursue early marriage,
their social class backgrounds continue to exert an important influence in how they
understand the importance of financial stability with regards to parenthood and also how
their wider communities react to the pace of their marital trajectories.
Religion is integral to Evangelical’s understanding of sexuality, marriage, and
family life. They believe that marriage is an inherently sacred endeavor, with clear
spiritual purpose and important scriptural guidelines. While recent work on the sexual
and romantic lives of young adults highlights the growing importance of the hook-up
culture and the delay of marital commitment, my findings suggest that Evangelicals are
147

different. Among Evangelicals, concerns about sexual purity encourage heterosexual
pairings to be interpreted as marriage-bound from the start.
Serious, intentional, pre-marriage relationships often ended in—or were poised to
end in—relatively young marriages. Respondents who were in their late teens or early
twenties at the time of their wedding were often in uncertain economic situations.
Likewise, most dating respondents were also skeptical of the value of delaying marriage
until a financial baseline was met.
These marital trajectories were met with mixed support decisions. By and large,
marrying in young adulthood was met with surprise and disapproval from secular
influences outside of respondents’ religious communities. Young marriage was somewhat
stigmatized as being incompatible with the life stage of emerging adulthood and
respondents were often characterized as unprepared for the seriousness of the institution.
Furthermore, middle class respondents faced stronger pushback from their
families as well as from peers and superiors in both educational and professional settings.
Middle class Evangelicals experienced scorn and concern as a result of pursuing family
formation prior to securing their educational footholds. In contrast, working class
respondents generally did not experience strong disapproval from their families and work
colleagues. Instead, their families were often surprised but generally supportive of their
decision to wed at early ages. Indeed, working class Evangelicals were not unlike their
secular peers of the same class background, who were often in the midst of family
formation but typically outside of marriage.
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Study limitations
As is the case with most qualitative studies, my sample is not empirically
representative of the larger population. In particular, as my sample draws largely from a
metropolitan area, two significant correlates of early marriage that are not discussed in
this dissertation are rural residence (Kefalas et al. 2011; McLaughlin, Lichter, and
Johnston 1993; Snyder, Brown, and Condo 2009) as a well as Southern residence
(Goldscheider and Waite 1986). Yet, it is also the case that Evangelical Protestantism is
largely concentrated in these areas of the country (Hunter 1994; Pew Research Center
2015). My sample limits the influence these confounding these factors by focusing on an
area where early marriage is much less likely to occur—the urban northeast. In doing so,
it underscores the significance of religious beliefs that are explicitly articulated by
respondents. However, I cannot speak to the expectations for relationship progress and
economic circumstances unique to rural or Southern areas, which may contribute to early
union formation in addition to the religious norms that pervade these areas.
My sample is also lacks much in the way of racial variation. Sociologists of
religion typically recognize Black Protestantism and Evangelical Protestantism as distinct
religious traditions (Lincoln and Mamiya 1991; Roof and McKinney 1987; Shelton and
Cobb 2017; Steensland et al. 2000), which are largely racially homogenous at the
congregational level (Dougherty 2003; Martinez and Dougherty 2013; Scheitle and
Dougherty 2010). Thus, it is important to bear in mind that the handful of respondents of
color that are included in my sample hail from predominantly white congregations. While
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Evangelical Protestantism has historically emphasized—and continues to emphasize—
issues of sexuality, gender, and traditional family arrangements (Bartkowski 2001;
DeRogatis 2005; Gardner 2011; Moslener 2015; Uecker 2008), Black Protestantism
seems to be more accepting or forgiving of deviations from this standard (Burdette and
Hill 2009; Hertel and Hughes 1987; Regnerus 2007). Black congregations are also less
likely to segregate their young adults apart from the larger community (Williams, Irby,
and Warner 2016), which may affect the norms surrounding peer and courtship behavior.
Thus, the behavior of theologically conservative Black Protestants might be markedly
different than white Evangelicals, even though they share many of the same religious
beliefs. Indeed, research on the political beliefs and behaviors of Black and white
conservative Protestantism confirms that these groups diverge considerably (Wilde and
Glassman 2016).
Moreover, while this study underlines the importance of the beliefs of
Evangelicals in shaping marital timelines and readiness, it does not speak directly to other
religious groups. Notably, Mormons also marry at early ages (Regnerus and Uecker
2011; Rendon et al. 2014; Xu et al. 2005). While I suspect similar mechanisms to those
described above is at work in the case of Mormon young adults, future research should
explore this in more depth. Likewise, the selection of only religiously active young
Evangelicals means that the sample is particularly distinctive, as research finds that
religiosity shrinks during emerging adulthood (Smith and Snell 2009; Uecker, Regnerus,
and Vaaler 2007; Wuthnow 2010). Consequently, this study cannot speak to whether or
not nominally religious Evangelicals experience the same normative pressures to marry at
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early ages.
It is possible that respondents who were religiously active and involved in
relationships—but who were less committed to marriage—are not represented in the
sample. I took great pains to avoid this possibility in recruitment by emphasizing that it
was important for me to talk to people at various stages in their relationships 26. Despite
this, I was very surprised at how “serious” the majority of dating relationships were. It is
possible that respondents who were not marriage-minded were less likely to date in
general, given the normative pressures extended to courtship in Evangelical subcultures. 27
What about gender?
Conservative religions are often assumed to be proponents of traditional gender
ideologies. This has presented an interesting paradox, as women are more religious than
men on average (Miller and Stark 2002; Roth and Kroll 2007). Indeed, a host of studies
have investigated how women negotiate their positions and understand their identities in
these contexts (Avishai 2010) Many scholars point out the ways in which women exert
power despite their subservient positions (Ebaugh and Chafetz 1999; Griffith 2000) or
exercise their submission as an expression of religious orthodoxy or subcultural identity
(Avishai 2008; Bartkowski and Read 2003; Chen 2002).
26

For instance, one respondents texted me prior to an interview apologizing and canceling. When asked
why, she explained that she was not planning to immediately get married (and was under the impression
that it was a requirement for the study). Over text message, I explained that she was under no obligation to
speak with me but that it was actually very important for me to talk to people of a variety of opinions. We
did complete an interview. In practice, this respondent was actually very seriously dating her partner but
had not yet made solid plans for a marriage.
27

I never refused an interview, even when a participant did not quite fit my sample requirements. Thus, I
interviewed a handful of single Evangelicals (who are not counted among the 87 respondents). I found
them to romantically unattached but very marriage-minded.
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Among Evangelicals, concerns about traditional gender and family roles are
paramount (Brooks 2002; Hertel and Hughes 1987)28. Although feminist strains of
Evangelical thinking exist, these have long been stigmatized (Gallagher 2004). Women’s
roles as wives and mothers are prioritized, while men have access to a variety of
expressions of masculinity (Bartkowski 2004). Women with more conservative
theological leanings are more likely to embrace gender traditionalism (Bartkowski and
Hempel 2009) and religious fundamentalism is associated with women’s transition to
housewifery (Sherkat 2000). Furthermore, even when Evangelical women enter the
workforce, they are more likely to retain traditional understandings of gender than nonEvangelical women (Wilcox 1991). Within marriage, Evangelicals typically ascribe to a
hierarchical understanding of husband and wife relationships (where the husband leads
the wife), although their relationships may be more equal in practice (Bartkowski 2001;
Gallagher 2003).
There were certainly clear signs of conservative gender ideology among
respondents in my sample. Many hailed from nuclear families with a traditional division
of labor. A number of respondents had homemaker mothers and almost all reported that
their mothers primarily took care of housework and childcare. Marriage trajectories were
also universally traditional in that the man pursued the woman (see also Irby 2014) and
also by the fact that most proposals were preceded by the man securing permission or a
blessing from his future wife’s family.

28

Though there is evidence of denominational differences (Gay, Ellison, and Powers 1996) as well as
convergence on these issues over time (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004).
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Both men and women reported advice and censoring that upheld traditional
gender norms about masculinity and femininity. For instance, Caroline—a 23-year-old
white woman from a middle class background—had hit a rough patch during her
adolescent years with her mother. Caroline described her mother as a “Proverbs 31
woman29” who had tried to instill those same virtues in Caroline, with minimal success.
29

Below are the relevant versus from scripture:

“A wife of noble character who can find?
She is worth far more than rubies.
Her husband has full confidence in her
and lacks nothing of value.
She brings him good, not harm,
all the days of her life.
She selects wool and flax
and works with eager hands.
She is like the merchant ships,
bringing her food from afar.
She gets up while it is still night;
she provides food for her family
and portions for her female servants.
She considers a field and buys it;
out of her earnings she plants a vineyard.
She sets about her work vigorously;
her arms are strong for her tasks.
She sees that her trading is profitable,
and her lamp does not go out at night.
In her hand she holds the distaff
and grasps the spindle with her fingers.
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Caroline describes the fraught relationship between her mother and herself as a teenager
as largely based on the gendered norms her mother was promoting. She says:
Proverbs 31 is a chapter about, you know, how a good wife is more valuable than
pretty much anything else. And the way she rights her household and is
She opens her arms to the poor
and extends her hands to the needy.
When it snows, she has no fear for her household;
for all of them are clothed in scarlet.
She makes coverings for her bed;
she is clothed in fine linen and purple.
Her husband is respected at the city gate,
where he takes his seat among the elders of the land.
She makes linen garments and sells them,
and supplies the merchants with sashes.
She is clothed with strength and dignity;
she can laugh at the days to come.
She speaks with wisdom,
and faithful instruction is on her tongue.
She watches over the affairs of her household
and does not eat the bread of idleness.
Her children arise and call her blessed;
her husband also, and he praises her:
“Many women do noble things,
but you surpass them all.”
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.
Honor her for all that her hands have done,
and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.” (Proverbs 31:10-31, New International Version)
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dignified… I mean, there are a lot of gems in there but basically that’s what she
was trying to do. So, you know, we’d [my mom and I] be in fights about really
stupid things. Like the two that stick out in my mind most were I wasn’t allowed
to dye my hair and I wasn’t allowed to own a tank top because I might wear one
without a sweater, or something. [chuckles] But I mean, like those things, like, for
whatever a reason, a thirteen-year-old, were, like, really maddening to me.
Caleb, a 25-year-old white mechanic who married at age 20, admired his father
for the example of masculinity he offered. In keeping with previous work, this
masculinity was caring and attentive to the feelings of others (Bartkowski 2004; Wilcox
2004). The following exchange describes this:
Caleb:

I’d seen through my parents, especially watching my dad as a man,
how he approached marriage and challenges and what an amazing
job he did with that, and I felt I had through observing all that a lot
of skills to bring to the table in a sense as far as keeping a good and
steady marriage.

Patricia:

Could you give me an example of that?

Caleb:

My dad specifically would always say, “Every once in a while, just
get her flowers. One, because you love her, and two, you never
know what you may have done wrong.” He’s half joking, but just
things like that always making sure- This is not stuff he ever said,
but I just saw always making sure she is a priority. I never really
noticed any fights or discussions, but they never went to bed angry
at each other.

Additionally, several respondents articulated understandings of married
relationship that emphasized a man’s headship. Specifically, they explained that women
should be submissive to their husbands. In the ideal circumstance, these roles were
complimentary in nature—women were submissive because the men were admirable
leaders. Robert, a 26-year-old white man in a dating relationship, described this situation
as follows:
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The Bible says, you know, a woman should be a helper for the man and a man
should lead and love his wife. ‘Cause it’s always funny because everyone always
focuses on like, “Oh a husband should submit to his wife,” 30 but that’s like one
verse. Or a wife should submit to her husband, that’s one verse. But then the next
twelve verses are all stuff the husband should do and how the husband should be
acting and how, you know, a wife doesn’t— should wanna submit to the husband
because the husband is acting a way that is godly and is in your best interest. And
when that breaks down, that’s when issues occur.
Finally, respondents described fairly restrictive norms surrounding members of
the opposite sex. In addition to the boundaries and negotiations surrounding sexuality
temptation in relationships (as described in chapter one), some respondents were also
cautious about speaking to or spending time with people from the opposite sex who were
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“Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.
For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the
Savior.
Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her
to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word,
and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy
and blameless.
In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves
himself.
After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the
church—
for we are members of his body.
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become
one flesh.”
This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.
However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her
husband.” (Ephesians 5:21-33, New International Version).
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not their partners. A number of male respondents were uncomfortable meeting me alone,
even in a public setting. Monica, a 22-year-old white married woman, explained how she
kept her husband appraised of her interactions—however benign—with other men.
Monica said,
…just to be open with each other saying, “Hey, I’m texting this guy at work
asking if he can take this shift.” Just to be open. There’s no harm in that, so I
think that’s also very different than the world, but just being open with each other.
There’s nothing to hide.
Nevertheless, I was struck by a number of ways in which my respondents
diverged from expectations surrounding traditional gender norms. First, despite their
traditional family backgrounds, the clear majority of women in my sample aspired to
work—and typically aspired to work full-time, even after children were born. For
instance, Diane, a 21-year-old white college student, had lofty educational and career
expectations of her own. Discussing her timeline for children, Diane said,
I definitely want to have kids. I don’t know what the timeline is, because I just
haven’t talked about that. I definitely want to wait until I’m done school, and I
know for sure that this is what I’m supposed to do… I don’t know if law school is
one hundred percent what I’m supposed to do, but I feel like it is, so you know,
law school and really forming a career before I have kids, for me, I think that’s
really important in what I’m supposed to do. I know for other people it might not
be that way. Some people especially like women they just want to have kids
straight out of marriage, but I definitely want to be able to have a career first,
because right now especially that’s what makes me happy and what gives me
satisfaction.
Given that most women in the sample aspired to hold careers, it is perhaps not
surprising that they sometimes struggled with conflicting messages about women’s place
in society and the world (see also Bartkowski 2001). Aubrey, a 23-year-old white woman
and first-generation college student, believed that woman’s ability to have children was a
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gift. Yet, she worried about how this imperative could interfere with women’s freedom.
She said,
I guess what I still struggle with is like at the same time, I’m quite feminist in my
leanings and I think it’s important that we have the same rights and the same
freedoms as men and if a woman wants to work, she wants her husband to stay
home with the children or whatever it is, those kinds of things are important. But I
still think they’re different, equal but different, and I don’t know how to articulate
that in a meaningful way. Are we just going to reduce it to just anatomical and its
biochemical difference? So yeah, those are definitely questions that I would still
hold to Christian traditions regarding those things.

Indeed, most respondents considered both men and women to be economic actors
in a marriage. In an exception that proves the rule, I observed a stay-at-home mom be
unsuccessfully recruited for work outside the home. One evening when I visited my
respondents Jamielynn and Evan, their friends from church—Nadine and Tom—came
over for dinner. Jamielynn had received an associate’s degree but did not work outside
the home. She cared for her two-year-old son (and up until very recently, two foster
daughters). This excerpt captures how Jamielynn’s homemaker status was assumed to be
less than desirable:
Jonah declares he is done with his food and looks for something to
entertain himself with. Evan leaves the table and plays with him in the other
room. Tom turns to Jamielynn knowingly and says, “So, are you thinking of going
back to work.”
Jamielynn looks thrown off. “I mean, I never had a work to go back to…
What do you mean?” Tom explains, “Well, you just had a pretty major life
change,” referring to the girls [their foster children whose adoption fell through].
“That’s true,” Jamielynn agrees. Nadine jumps in and breaks up the awkwardness.
“Well, if you ever decide you do want to work, we’re thinking about hiring
someone part-time.”
This starts a very extensive conversation about Tom and Nadine’s
business. They already have someone coming in 2-4 hours a week to help with
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packaging products. They’re hoping to expand that help and maybe get someone
to respond to email inquiries as well. Jamielynn looks almost pained. She
expresses gratitude but also does not seem interested. Jamielynn also suggests her
father as an option. Finally, they talk about their graphic design needs and
Jamielynn suggests one or both of her brothers.
Additionally, although it was not unheard of for respondents to invoke the notion
that men were the “providers,” this happened far less frequently than I anticipated. A
handful of times, respondents mentioned Biblical imperatives for men to provide for their
wives and families31. However, even among respondents who believed that men were
especially required to provide financial stability for their wife—these beliefs were
malleable. In several cases, respondents’ own relationships bucked these expectations.
For instance, Jeffrey—a 22-year-old white man and college graduate—described feeling
like he needed to have a job before he proposed to his future wife, Caroline. He
recounted:
So, I was very much in an uncertain place as to my future and … [chuckles] I can
remember saying, “When I propose … has some relationship with, you know,
when I get a job, and what that looks like.” And [my wife] was like, “Okay, but
don’t wait too long.” Okay, better get a job. At that point that was kind of my
mentality was like, I need to be able to provide for her.
But Jeffrey didn’t wait until he got a job to propose. In fact, he had only recently found
work as laboratory assistant when I interviewed him—six months into his marriage.
Instead, the couple moved into the dorms on his wife’s seminary and lived off of the
earnings she was making as a temp at a local company. This is somewhat reminiscent of
31

Below are the relevant versus from scripture:

“But if anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the
faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” (1 Timothy 5:8, New International Version).
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Gallagher and Smith’s (1999) work on Evangelicals, which argued that many couples
ascribed to traditional male headship in theory, they functioned pragmatically as equals
within their relationship.
In contrast, some respondents invoked gendered language to describe a
problematic secular script surrounding marriage. This particularly came to light when
discussing the need to be financially stable. A handful of male respondents used this to
respond to the idea of a women searching for a man to take care of them—and did so
negatively.
Ian, a 22-year-old middle class college student, explained how it seemed like the
focus on financial stability before marriage seemed to come especially from women—
and seemed to invoke an idea of being taken care of (which he implied was distasteful).
In the following exchange, Ian describes this almost a caricature;
Patricia:

How important do you think it is for a couple to be financially
stable before they get married?

Ian:

Obviously not too important. I hear a ton of professors and a lot of
my parents’ generation say, and even like I think it’s a pretty
common thing even now with some women my age and probably
men, too, but I hear women say it, “Send me some financially
stable man who can take care of me.” You’ll hear that sort of thing
come across your Instagram feed or something like that.

On other fronts, respondents gender did not seem to matter in how they recounted
their understandings of marriage and dating. In particular, both men and women were
strikingly similar in one capacity: their struggle for sexual purity.
Diefendorf (2015) studied a group of Evangelical young men who pledged
abstinence until marriage. She found that their premarital discourse surrounding sex
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described it as something to be controlled and a temptation to be avoided. Thanks to the
nature of her longitudinal design, Diefendorf was also able to examine the discourse
surrounding sexuality after her male respondents married. She found that rather than
describing it in purely a “beastly” way as they had prior to marriage, her respondents also
invoked language of sacredness and reverence surrounding sexuality so long as it was
within the marital context.
Like Diefendorf, my respondents also invoked the notions of temptation and
reverence towards sexuality depending on the context that it was within. Yet, while her
respondents—all men—assumed that the struggle to remain chaste was masculine in
nature, my female respondents also invoked similar language. For example, Elise, a 26year-old white married woman and music teacher, retrospectively wished that her
engagement was shorter—because it was difficult to avoid sexual temptation (see also
chapter 1). She said,
We had a long engagement, that was difficult. Because you know, especially
because you’re waiting to have sex, it was like, forever long, and especially
because we were long distance. It was just difficult, it seemed to go on forever
and ever.
That men and women are sexual beings and struggle to maintain virginity before
marriage is perhaps not surprising. However, the understated difference in their
descriptions of these struggles is noteworthy because it detours from previous scripts
focusing on the innocence and fragility of women (Moslener 2015). Williams, Irby, and
Warner’s (2017) examination of religious organizations’ messages about sexuality also
found a muted gendered differences in more middle class environments—such that both
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girls and boys were expected to avoid sex but also do well in school and secure a good
job in the future.
Finally, I was surprised by the number of respondents—both male and female—
who expressed explicitly egalitarian and even feminist views. While Evangelicalism is
typically associated with traditional gender and family beliefs, there are divergent
understandings of male headship and wifely submission.32 Hillary, a 25-year-old white

32

These two views are known as complementarianism and egalitarianism. Below are brief summaries of
both positions (Ware 2007):
“I. A Broad Overview of The Egalitarian Position
A. Created Equality
God created male and female as equal in all respects. Gen. 1:26-27 makes no distinction between woman
and man insofar as both are equally made in His image (i.e., ontological equality), and both are given the
responsibility to rule over His creation (i.e., functional equality).
B. Fallen Disorder and Hierarchy
Sin introduced into God’s created order many manifestations of disorder and corrupted relationships.
Among the chief examples of sin’s defilement is the introduction of an illegitimate hierarchy in the
relationship between woman and man. Gen. 3:16 (the curse on the woman) suggests that, because of sin,
the woman would have a disposition of subservience before the man, and the man would have, in contrary
measure, a disposition of supremacy over the woman. Thus, the relationship of male/female equality
intended by God in creation is now defiled by the presence of a sinful and harmful hierarchical tendency.
C. Restored Equality through Redemption in Christ
Gal. 3:28 expresses the grand truth that in Christ, the false and sinful basis of male/female hierarchy has
been abolished, so there is no legitimate distinction, in God’s kingdom, between female and male. Full
male/female equality is restored, dignity is given back to women, and servant attitudes are called for in men
and women alike.”
“I. A Broad Overview of the Complementarian Position
A. Created Equality of Essence and Distinction of Role
Male and female were created by God as equal in dignity, value, essence and human nature, but also
distinct in role whereby the male was given the responsibility of loving authority over the female, and the
female was to offer willing, glad-hearted and submissive assistance to the man. Gen. 1:26-27 makes clear
that male and female are equally created as God’s image, and so are, by God’s created design, equally and
fully human. But, as Gen. 2 bears out (as seen in its own context and as understood by Paul in 1 Cor. 11
and 1 Tim. 2), their humanity would find expression differently, in a relationship of complementarity, with
the female functioning in a submissive role under the leadership and authority of the male.
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married woman and college graduate, was the mother of a 1 year old and was also
pregnant at the time of her interview .When I asked if she had any concluding thoughts,
she indicated that she and her husband had a nontypical understanding of the power
dynamic in marriage. Hillary said,
I guess the only thing I would add is that I think that marriage is equal between
the man and the woman and like there’s not like I think the man can make the
final call, but that it’s absolutely like an equal partnership and your voice should
be heard and stuff like that. I feel like in some religious circles that’s not the case.
Hillary is correct in noting that this position is not the case in many religious
circles. Robin, a 26-year-old white woman who married at 21, was discussed in earlier
chapters as saving her first kiss for the wedding night. Despite these strict sexual
boundaries, Robin did not see a hierarchical nature to the marriage relationship. She
described a premarital counseling session where she incited discord by expressing
egalitarian views. Robin said,
But like some things on sex were weird, some things on money were weird. Like
it’s okay if the wife goes shopping and buys something for herself. With people

B. Fallen Disruption of God’s Created Design
Sin introduced into God’s created design many manifestations of disruption, among them a disruption in
the proper role-relations between man and woman. As most complementarians understand it, Gen. 3:15-16
informs us that the male/female relationship would now, because of sin, be affected by mutual enmity. In
particular, the woman would have a desire to usurp the authority given to man in creation, leading to man,
for his part, ruling over woman in what can be either rightfully-corrective or wrongfully-abusive ways.
C. Restored Role Differentiation through Redemption in Christ
Passages such as Eph. 5:22-33 and 1 Tim. 2:8-15 exhibit the fact that God’s created intention of appropriate
male leadership and authority should now, in Christ, be fully affirmed, both in the home and in the church.
Wives are to submit to their husbands in the model of the Church’s submission to Christ, and women are
not to exercise authoritative roles of teaching in the Church in view of Eve’s created relation to Adam.
Male headship, then, is seen to be restored in the Christian community as men and women endeavor to
express their common humanity according to God’s originally created and good hierarchical design.”
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being like, “Welllll, I mean, [scolding] oooh.” There was some scary. We had
some trouble with that, but…
We got clearly marked, as like, “Oooh… You don’t know your Bible.” The worst
example was the one question said, like, “Wives should be submissive to their
husbands.” And we had written, I think we [Robin and her husband] both had put
strongly disagree. And the woman coordinating the session, there’s like 15
people, 16 people ‘cause we were pairs whatever, she’s like, “Oh, don’t worry.
There’s actually [emphasis in original] a verse in the Bible that talks about this
and I’ll explain it to you.” And I was like, “It’s fine, I’ve read Ephesians 5. I
understand where you’re coming. I have read too actually, in fact.” Like I’m sure
it sounded so condescending. But so she goes, “’Cause in the Hebrew, in
Ephesians 5, it doesn’t actually [emphasis in original] mean what you think it
means.” To which I replied, like, “Well if it’s written in Hebrew, you’re reading a
different Ephesians 5 than I was. Because I think Ephesians was written in
Greek.”

The specter of divorce
Approximately half of my sample married years below the median age in the
United States. Most of the remaining respondents are likewise poised to join the ranks of
the early-married. How healthy and stable can we expect these relationships to be?
As described in chapter one, divorce is considered anathema in Evangelical
circles. No respondents were separated or divorced. They also took great care to separate
themselves from that very possibility when it came to their own relationships. For
instance, Grace was a 25-year-old white woman in a serious dating relationship. Asked
her thoughts on divorce, she quickly interpreted this question in a personal capacity—and
made it clear that she was not open to the possibility. Grace said,
I don’t think divorce is an option, which we’ve talked about, too. When I get
married, it’s not an option. Whoever I get married to, it’s not an option… I want
both of us to be completely sure we want to do this before we actually take that,
because I don’t believe in divorce. I don’t think people should get divorced. I
said marriage is a commitment and you need to be willing to stick to it or not go
through with it, in my opinion.
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Owen, a 20-year-old nursing student in a serious relationship, also actively
distanced himself from the very idea of divorce. He said,
To me I don’t see why you would get married if divorce is even in the picture. To
me I think divorce is not in my vocabulary. I would never want to be divorced,
because I think you really are making a covenant to that person and really to God
that you’re going to stand by that person no matter what. And being a hospital
employee, I will tell you, I’ve seen people who are faithful to their spouses
through the most bitter end you’ll ever see, and when you see that, I truly see like
that reflects something about the character of God. That reflects something about
how God would love us so much that even if we rebelled and rebelled and
rebelled, he would stand by us, you know what I mean? When you see a husband
stand by a wife or a wife stand by a husband regardless of your beliefs there’s
something in the human heart that resonates that’s a good thing.
Despite their desire to avoid divorce for themselves, the dissolution of marriages
was not unheard of by respondents. Respondents had family members who had gone
through a divorce. In several cases, this was directly linked to the young age of their
family members at the time of marriage.
Cassandra, a 20-year-old white working class woman, was the youngest of three
children. Her older sister was still single, but her older brother had gotten married young.
Although divorce was “not an option” for Cassandra’s family, it nevertheless happened to
her brother. She recounted,
I think that I mean the way that I was raised was like divorce is not an option…
but my brother recently went through a divorce which was really hard on my
family. My parents really always say—they preach to me and my sister every day,
they’re like, “This is not ever happening again” kind of thing… So it was like
really hard on my family seeing that, because I never really witnessed any
divorces within even my extended family. It was hard to see that. My brother,
too… He’s like, “Don’t ever go through this because it’s hard.” He got divorced
so young. He’s only 25.
165

Vincent, a 22-year-old white man engaged to be married, described how his
parents married quickly and at an early age. Although he thought that the divorce could
have been avoided, he still acknowledged the difficulty that their early age introduced.
Vincent said:
My parents are divorced, so this might not be the case, but they got married after
two and a half months of knowing each other. I mean, I’m convinced if they
actually set their sights on serving God that their marriage would still be, but
yeah, they got married at a really young age, too.

Melinda, a 21-year-old white college student, also had experience with a parent
who had married young and gotten divorced. Melinda’s mother was not religious
(Melinda had converted during high school) and regularly expressed her aversion to
Melinda’s serious relationship. Melinda said,
I think I feel pressure from my mom not to get married, because she got married
at 19 and divorced at 21. She’s really scarred by, like, your first love is not the
one you marry.
Indeed, these anecdotal experiences are reflective of a larger trend. Getting
married at an unusually early age is an arguably risky move. It is well-documented that
marrying in the teens and early twenties is predictive of divorce (Booth and Edwards
1985; Lehrer 2008; Raley and Bumpass 2003). No respondent mentioned this explicitly
to me. They did, however, seem knowledgeable about other predictors of divorce.
Namely, cohabitation was often framed as not just immoral but perilous. Laura, a 21 year
old white college student in a serious dating relationship, alluded to the higher risk of
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divorce among couples who cohabit premaritally (Axinn and Thornton 1992; DeMaris
and Rao 1992; Dush, Cohan, and Amato 2004; Manning and Cohen 2012). 33 Laura said,
I don’t think it’s the best idea. I know that recently I think like cohabiting together
has become like a larger statistic before you get married, but I think there’s also a
statistic that says like people that live together before are more likely to get
divorced or something like that. Not that I’m always like, ‘oh, there’s the
numbers. That’s it. But I think not living together is something that I believe,
because then it saves so much for your marriage.
As described in chapter two, Evangelical young adults are skeptical of the value
of financial stability prior to marriage. Given that economic distress a major contributor
to marital instability (Amato and Rogers 1997; Conger et al. 1990; Gudmunson et al.
2007), it may be that early marriages are particularly at risk because of their financial
insecurity.
Yet, divorce is also largely classed. Those with a more education are less likely to
divorce than those with lower levels of education (Aughinbaugh, Robles, and Sun 2013;
Heaton 2002; Isen and Stevenson 2010; Raley and Bumpass 2003). In this case, the
differing trajectories of respondents will likely have an important effect. While middle
class Evangelicals may be “temporarily poor” in the early days of their marriage, the
majority of them waited (or were encouraged to wait) until they had achieved a
bachelor’s degree. This will likely provider them with a path towards a more stable
economic future that their working class Evangelical peers lack.
Across class lines, the religiosity of respondents is a boon for their chances of
marital stability and quality. While religious heterogamy increases the risk of dissolution
33

Recent work challenges this connection, however. Kuperberg (2014) argues that the connection between
cohabitation and divorce risk is explain mostly by the age of cohabitators.
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and reduces marital quality (Lehrer 2004; Myers 2006; Schramm et al. 2012), my
respondents paired only with “fellow believers” (as discussed in chapter one). Likewise,
although research finds that Evangelicals are at a higher risk for divorce than the general
population (Glass and Levchak 2014; Park, Tom, and Andercheck 2014), this effect is
largely attributable to nominally religious Evangelicals (Stokes 2014). Religiosity largely
increases marital stability and improves relationship quality (Call and Heaton 1997;
Lichter and Carmalt 2009; Wolfinger and Wilcox 2008).
In short, the stability of early marriages—as described in this dissertation—are
dependent on a host of factors. While young age at marriage is related to marital
instability, this is likely due in part to the financial circumstances of the newly married
spouses. In my interviews, I found that both working class and middle class respondents
were skeptical of the value of waiting until economic security was achieved to marry.
Yet, the fact that many middle class respondents waited until they were college graduates
to marry likely will improve their economic situation for the long-term—and thus, their
marital stability. Additionally, the shared religious backgrounds of respondent couples
and the fact that respondents were religiously active may act as a protective force against
the risk of divorce.
Children in the future
As the saying goes, “first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes baby in a
baby carriage...” Indeed, Evangelicals not only marry young—they typically have
children rather young as well (Uecker and Hill 2014). In fact, the historically
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differentially high and early fertility rates of Evangelicals is largely responsible for their
increasing share of the American religious field (Hout, Greeley, and Wilde 2001).
The vast majority of my sample hoped for children, eventually. A few were
already parents—or were expectant parents. Their views on contraception were generally
accepting, such that many married respondents were actively preventing pregnancy.
However, it was clear that attitudes towards parenthood were both religious and sociallyclassed in nature. Respondents from middle class backgrounds were accepting of getting
married in uncertain circumstances—but not of bearing children in them. In contrast,
several working class respondents did not articulate this understanding and were less
intentional in their fertility planning. Indeed, there has been some work that suggests the
early family formation of Evangelical young adults compromises their educational and
professional attainment (Fitzgerald and Glass 2014; Glass and Jacobs 2005). To the
extent that middle class Evangelicals are successful at delaying births until educational
and professional footholds have been established, they may avoid this pitfall. In contrast,
working class Evangelicals seem to have little rationale for postponing childbirth, which
may intensify their economic vulnerability.
Hence, it is very likely that the trajectories of Evangelicals of different social class
backgrounds will diverge even further— despite the fact that their religious beliefs
largely structure their courtship and marital timelines in a similar fashion.
Study contribution
My dissertation contributes to understandings of marriage and the family and
young adulthood more broadly. Prior research on young adults and romantic relationships
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has laid out general understandings of marriage without regards to religion. My
dissertation demonstrates how theological beliefs about marriage and sexual purity and
the embedded social contexts of religious young adults encourage the acceleration of
family formation.
Scholarship on adolescent sexuality has long-acknowledged the different
trajectories followed by teenagers of religious traditions and varying levels of religious
commitment (Bearman and Brückner 2001; Lammers et al. 2000; Regnerus 2007;
Thornton and Camburn 1989). More recent work has also explored this topic with regards
to young adults (Burdette et al. 2009; Freitas 2015; Lefkowitz et al. 2004; Regnerus and
Uecker 2011; Smith and Snell 2009; Uecker 2008). With the exception of Freitas, most of
this work has been quantitative in nature. Freitas also documents that sexuality revolves
around marital commitment on the Evangelical college campus that she visited. While
many of my respondents were college students, I find that the norms surrounding
sexuality and courtship expectations go beyond the walls of Evangelical college
campuses. I also document the intense difficulty that maintaining virginity prior to
marriage poses for young couples—and the centrality of this issue with regards to their
marital timing.
The finding that Evangelical young adults generally dismiss financial baselines
for marriage is important to consider on two fronts. First, this suggests that the current
theoretical literature on marriage may overestimate the importance of economic baselines
for all groups. Second, it also indicates that the importance of religion may have been
relatively overlooked by the scholarship on marriage and family life. It is also worth
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noting that many respondents lived with extended family as a married couple or at least
mentioned the possibility of this type of support should they need it. It may be that some
forms of intergenerational support allow for flexibility in the attainment of economic
independence of religious young adults. Indeed, this social support of early unions also
suggests that the adult independence, or achievement more generally, may not be a core
component of Evangelical’s understanding of marriage.
Finally, my dissertation also complements our currently scholarly understanding
of early marriage, which has otherwise been studied in a quantitative manner (Uecker
2014; Uecker and Stokes 2008) or within a rural community(Carr and Kefalas 2010;
Kefalas et al. 2011). In particular, my qualitative data documents the reactions to marital
timelines among the peers, families, and the communities of young Evangelicals. I find
that the norms of relationship progression within Evangelical culture are sharply distinct
from the wider secular narrative. Consequently, early marriage is not something that was
experienced as “natural” (Kefalas et al. 2011)—but was quite countercultural.
Furthermore, I also document further social class sanctioning when it comes to early
marriage, such that middle class Evangelicals are typically encouraged to wait until after
college graduation to wed—and are often sanctioned in the case that they do not.
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APPENDIX A

Table 1: Marital Status and Social Class for Individual Respondents
Middle Class

Working Class

Married

28

14

Engaged

6

3

Dating

22

14
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Table 2: Marital Status and Race for Individual Respondents
White

Black

Latino/a

Asian

Biracial

Married

34

3

4

0

1

Engaged

7

0

1

0

1

Dating

32

2

0

2

0
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Table 3: Marital Status and Gender for Individual Respondents
Men

Women

Married

22

20

Engaged

5

4

Dating

14

22
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Table 4: Marital Status and Couples Represented in Sample
Total Number of

Couples Interviewed in the

Respondents

Sample

Married

42

18 couples

Engaged

9

3 couples

Dating

36

9 couples

Total

87

30 couples
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Table 5: Marital Status and Couples’ Social Class Background in Sample
Shared Background:

Shared Background:

Different Background:

Working Class

Middle Class

Mixed- Class

Married

3 couples

8 couples

7 couples

Engaged

0 couples

2 couples

1 couple

Dating

1 couple

3 couples

5 couples

Total

4 couples

13 couples

13 couples
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Table 6: Marital Status and Couples’ Social Class Background in Sample
Both White Both Black Both Latino Interracial Couple
Married

13

1

1

3

Engaged

2

0

0

1

Dating

7

0

0

2

Total

22 couples

1 couple

1 couple

6 couples
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Table 7: Respondent List and Characteristics
Pseudonym

Marital
Status

Social Class
Background

Age at
Interview

Race or
Ethnicity

Gender

Partner
Pseudonym
if in
Sample

Caroline
Jeffrey
Megan
Caleb
Monica
Casey
Phillip
Kenneth
Peter
Angelica
Grace
Valerie
Max
Doug
Autumn
Beverly
Robert
Karen
Richard
Paul
William
Bernadette
Kelly
Ian
Michael
Ryan
Elizabeth
Natalie
Laura
Luke
Gregory
James
Kara
Matthew
Michelle
Nicholas
Teresa
Samuel
Jessica

Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Dating
Married
Married
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Engage
Dating
Dating
Engage
Engage
Dating
Engage
Engage
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Married
Married
Married
Dating
Dating
Married
Married
Dating

Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Working
Working
Working
Working
Working
Middle
Working
Working
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle

23
22
24
25
22
22
24
22
23
25
25
23
24
25
19
25
26
20
20
23
21
20
22
22
20
19
19
22
21
20
26
25
25
25
22
23
26
26
19

White
White
White
White
White
White
White
Black
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
Black
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
Latino
Latino
White

Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

Jefferey
Caroline
Caleb
Megan
Casey
Monica
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Angelica
Peter
Max
Valerie
Autumn
Doug
Robert
Beverly
Richard
Karen
Bernadette
William
Ian
Kelly
Elizabeth
Ryan
Luke
Laura
Kara
James
Nicholas
Michelle
Samuel
Theresa

Aubrey
Shawn
Melinda
Diane
Traci
Ava
Elise
Bethany
Lila
Samantha
Maggie
Owen
Faith
Cassandra
Marcel
Zoe
Liam
Lana
Russel
Melanie
Vincent
Lee
Tina
Cody
Jeremy
Mark
Alicia
Katrina
Jordan
Maya
David
Gina
Patrick
Edward
Amber
April
Martin
Hillary
Isobel
Evan
Jamielynn
Claire
Robin
Benjamin
Rachel

Married
Married
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Married
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Dating
Married
Married
Married
Married
Engage
Engage
Married
Married
Dating
Dating
Married
Dating
Dating
Dating
Married
Married
Married
Married
Dating
Dating
Married
Married
Married
Engage
Married
Married
Engage
Married
Married
Married

Working
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Working
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Working
Working
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Middle
Working
Middle
Working
Middle

23
28
21
21
21
21
26
21
19
19
19
20
20
20
20
23
25
26
24
22
22
24
28
27
24
24
21
21
21
23
26
26
26
24
19
25
24
25
21
28
26
23
26
28
28

White
White
White
White
White
Asian
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
Latino
White
White
White
Biracial
White
White
White
White
White
White
Black
Asian
White
White
White
Black
Black
White
White
White
Biracial
White
Latino
Latino
White
White
White
White
White
179

Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

Shawn
Aubrey

Faith
Owen
Marcel
Cassandra
Liam
Zoe
Russel
Lana
Vincent
Melanie
Tina
Mark

Jordan
Katrina
David
Maya
Patrick
Gina
Martin
April
Jamielynn
Evan
Benjamin
Lillian
Zach

Zach
Noah
Rebecca

Married
Married
Married

Middle
Middle
Middle

27
23
20

White
White
White
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Male
Male
Female

Robin
Rebecca
Noah

Appendix B: Interview Guide
Interviewer: Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this research study! The
interview will last approximately 90 minutes and we will cover a range of topics. If there
is anything you are uncomfortable talking about, feel free to say “pass” and we will move
on to the next topic.

Getting Started/Regional Description


To get us started, tell me a bit about yourself.
o How old are you? Where do you live? Where did you grow up?



How would you describe your town to a person who had never been there before?



Can you tell me about where you live now?
o Do you own a home? Do you rent?
o How long have you lived there?

Family Background


Let’s talk about growing up. What was your family like?



Who did you live with as a child? (i.e., mother and father, brothers and sisters,
any extended kin like grandparents?)
o Did that ever change?



Do you have any brothers or sisters? What are they doing now?

181



What was your relationship like with your mother? Your father? Brothers or
sisters?



Did you spend time together as a family? What sort of things did you do?



Did you attend church together as a family?
o

If so, where? How regularly?

o What type of church was it? Was it affiliated with any denomination?
How big was it?
o Did you pray with your family? Read scripture together? Tell me about
that.


What was the highest level of education your mother completed? Your father?



Did you father work outside the home? What kind of work did he do? Did your
mother work outside the home? What kind work did she do?



How did your parents divide work in the house growing up?
o Who cooked? Who cleaned?
o Who took care of the children more growing up?
o What sort of responsibilities did you have around the house? Your
siblings?



Growing up, did you spend time with aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents?
o How often would you say you saw them?
o What sort of activities did you do together?

Relationships and Marriage- For the Unmarried:


Tell me about your love life.
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o Are you dating anyone? Exclusively? How long have you been together?
o Would you describe this as serious relationship? What makes it serious (or
not)?


Tell me the story of how you and [partner] met. How old were you? How long
have you known each other?



Tell me about your relationship.
o How do you spend your time together?
o Would you say you have a lot of in common with [partner]? In what
ways? In what ways are you different?



Have you and [current/past partner] talked about marriage?
o [If yes] Tell me about how marriage first came up as a subject? How long
had you been together before marriage came up? Can you tell me about
those conversations? What did you think? What did [partner] think?
o [If no] Have you thought about marriage? With your current/past partner?
Tell me about that.



Do you and your partner live together?
o [If yes] Tell me about that.
o [If no] Have you considered living with your partner? Tell me about that.



Do you feel any pressure to get married from family or friends? Do you feel any
pressure not to get married? Tell me about that.



Has anyone expressed concerns about your relationship?



What is your financial situation like? Your partner’s financial situation?
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o Are you employed? Is your partner employed?
o Do you feel comfortable with your level of income?
o Are you satisfied with your savings?


Tell me about partner’s family. How do you get along with them?



How happy or satisfied would you say you are with your relationship?
o What are you satisfied with? What could be better?



What topics do you disagree about? Can you tell me the story about your last
disagreement?



Are there any issues that your struggle with in your relationship?

Relationships and Marriage- For the Married


Let’s talk more about your family. When did you get married?



Tell me the story of how you and [spouse] met. How old were you? How long
have you known each other?



Tell me about your relationship. What was it like to date [spouse]?
o How did you spend your time together?
o What sort of dates or activities did you do together?
o Would you say you have or had a lot of in common with [spouse]? In what
ways? In what ways are you different?



Tell me about how marriage first came up as a subject between you and your
(partner)?
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o How long had you been together before marriage came up? Can you tell
me about those conversations? What did you think? What did [partner]
think?


How did you decide to get married?
o Was there a point at which you felt “ready” for marriage? What made you
feel ready?



How did you get engaged to [partner]? Tell me your engagement story.



How did your family react to news that you and [spouse] wanted to get married?
o How did your friends react?
o How did your spouse’s family react?



Did you feel any pressure to get married from family or friends? Did you feel any
pressure not to get married? Tell me about that.



Compared to your friends or to your peers, did you get married earlier, later, or
around the same time? Tell me more about that.



Did anyone express concerns about your upcoming marriage?



What sort of advice did you receive about marriage?



What was your financial situation at the time you first got married?
o What sort of education and employment did you have? Did your spouse
have?
o Were you comfortable with your income?
o Did you have any savings?



Did you and [spouse] live together before you got married?
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o If so, tell me about that. Is married life different than when you were
living together?


Were you involved in a church or a religious organization when you were seeing
[partner]? Tell me about this.
o Was [partner] involved in a church or religious organization at that time?
Tell me about that.
o Did you talk to a religious leader, like a pastor, about marriage?
o Did you participate in any pre-marriage programs, such as at church?



Tell me about any family or social events leading up to the wedding.
o Did you have an engagement party? Did you have a bridal shower?
o Who planned these? Who attended?



Tell me about your wedding.
o Was your family involved in the planning? Was your partner’s family
involved in the planning?
o How was the cost of the wedding managed?
o Who officiated the ceremony? Was it at a church?
o How did you decide where to get married? Who to involve?



Tell me about partner’s family. How do you get along with your in-laws?



Tell me about your current relationship with your spouse.
o What are your favorite things to do with [spouse]? To talk about?



What topics do you disagree about? Can you tell me the story about your last
disagreement?
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How happy or satisfied would you say you are with your marriage?
o Is there anything that could be better?



Are there any issues that you currently struggle with in your relationship? Or prior
to your marriage?



Looking back, do you have any regrets about your marriage? Knowing then what
you know now, is there anything that you would do differently?

Beliefs about Marriage
I’m going to ask you about marriage more generally now.


What would you say is the purpose or the “point” of marriage?



Is marriage a good thing for society?



Is marriage not something for everyone? Are there alternatives to getting married?



What are your thoughts on divorce?



Should you be married before you start a family?
o If a woman gets pregnant outside of marriage, is it generally a good idea
for her to marry the father? Why or why not?



How important do you think it is for a couple to be financially stable to get
married? Tell me about that.
o [If relevant] Should both partners be employed? How much should they be
earning (any income range)?
o Should they have completed their education?
o Should they have savings?
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o Should they have their own place to live?
o Any other requirements?


Do you think it’s a good idea for a couple live together before they get married?
Why or why not?



Are there good reasons to get married? What are they? Are there bad reasons to
get married? What are they?



Is there a point you would consider “too young” to get married? Is there a point
you would consider “too soon” (in terms of how long the couple has been
together/known each other) to get married?

Children and Parenthood


What are your thoughts on children?



Do you have any children of your own? [If relevant] Tell me about them,
o

What are their ages?

o Are they your biological children or are any adopted?
o Are they your children with [spouse] or from a prior partner?


Tell me about learning that you were going to have [first child]. How did you
feel?
o How did your spouse or prior partner feel?



Was [child]’s pregnancy planned? Was it a surprise to anyone?



How did your family react to news of your pregnancy? How did your peers or
friends react to the news? How did your spouse/prior partner react? Their family?



Tell me about having your [first] child.
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Tell me about the first few weeks after bringing [child] home.



Do you hope to have children (or more children) in the future? Tell me about that.
o Have you talked about it with [spouse]? What do they say?



What are your thoughts on disciplining children? Is there a best way to
accomplish this? What are your thoughts on physical punishment, such as
spanking?



Is it important to you to raise your child (or future child) in a religious tradition?
Tell me more about that.

Religious Beliefs




Tell me about your religious beliefs.


What are your beliefs about Jesus?



What are your beliefs about salvation?



What are your beliefs about the Bible?



Is there a particular denomination that you identify with?

I’m going to ask you about your beliefs on some social issues now.


What are your beliefs about sex? (Is sex between unmarried
persons acceptable? Is sex between persons of the same-sex
acceptable?)



What are your beliefs about birth control or contraception?



What are your beliefs about abortion?
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Have you ever been “born-again”? Was there a turning point in your life

where you devoted yourself to Christ? Tell me about that.


Tell me about your religious life.

o

Do you attend church regularly? How often? What church?

o

Do you participate in church activities, such as a bible studies? Tell me

about that.
o

Do you pray? How often? About what?

o

Do you read the Bible? How often?



How do you practice or integrate religion into your family life?

o

Do you attend services with your spouse? Do you pray together? Read

scripture?
o

Do you attend services with your children (if you have them)? Do you

pray together? Read scripture?


[If not covered] Tell me how your religious beliefs inform the way you

think about marriage? About children? About family life more generally?
Education, Employment, and Demographic Information


How did you decide what to do after high school?



What is the highest level of education that you’ve achieved?



Are you currently enrolled in school? Tell me about that.



What are your educational plans for the future?

o

Would you like to earn a degree?

o

Are you currently enrolled in school?
190



Are you currently working?

o

Full-time or part-time?

o

Tell me about your current (or your last, for the unemployed) job.



Where do you see yourself in five years in terms of work?



What is your partner’s highest level of education completed?

o

Is your spouse currently enrolled in school? Do they have any plans to

return to school?
o

Do they work for pay? Tell me about their job.



What racial or ethnic background would you identify as?



What social class would you consider yourself to be?
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APPENDIX C: METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS
During the recruitment process, I reached out to many pastors, Bible study
leaders, and administrative staff at religious colleges. These contacts understood that I
was working on my dissertation and were generally open to assisting me. Most times,
pastors (or other religious leaders) set up time to speak to me on the phone or meet in
person prior to distributing my contact information or inviting me to attend a worship
service or Bible study. In these conversations, I explained that I was interested in how
young people understood romantic relationships and how they felt prepared to get
married.
As a white young adult, I was similar in age and race to most of my respondents
(although typically older), which seemed to help my rapport. That I was often introduced
to respondents through a pastor or a previous participant also seemed to put most
respondents at ease. However, some male respondents were uncomfortable meeting with
a female interviewer alone. After experiencing this, I tended to invite respondents to meet
me at a public place rather than their home and/or arranged to interview the male
respondent and his female partner separately but at the same location so that both could
meet me. I realized that not interviewing both partners in a couple around the same time
made it less likely for me to capture both. In other words, it was less likely for me to
speak to a girlfriend and then speak to a boyfriend two months later than it was for me to
speak to them both one weekday evening. Consequently, I would explain that I conducted
the interviews one-on-one—but that we could do them back-to-back. Many of the dating
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respondents lived in a dorm or with their families and did not invite me to their home.
This often meant spending several hours in a Starbucks for younger young adults. For
married respondents, we typically planned an “evening” of it, where I would bring join
them for dinner and conduct interviews before and after the meal, respectively.
Because interviews are interactions, I often exchanged anecdotes or facts about
my own life. This helped establish rapport, but also gave participants something to
respond to. Most of the time, these were unrelated to the interview topic at hand. For
instance, we might bond over the pets in the home (as I am a big animal lover and have
conducted several interviews with a dog or cat on my lap). Likewise, I was recruiting
from a limited geographic area. Not only was I in graduate school in Philadelphia, but I
had been raised in the surrounding suburbs. Respondents and I often had many things in
common—like alma maters or landmarks, like malls or parks.
My religious background was something that came up frequently during
recruitment and before, during, and after interviews. I was raised a devout Roman
Catholic. Over the course of the project, I went from attending Catholic mass to
eventually joining an Episcopalian church. This was occasionally a source of contention,
as many Evangelicals do not consider Catholics to be Christian. Knowing this, I took
great care not to mislead people. When asked my religious beliefs—as I was, often—I
said, “I was raised Catholic but now attend an Episcopalian Church.” If asked if I was a
Christian, I said yes, but again clarified that, “I was raised Catholic but now attend an
Episcopalian Church.” This sometimes invited disapproval. The following excerpt from
my field notes attending a bible study gives a sense of the reaction I occasionally
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received:
I met Theo, a white man in his mid-thirties, and Allan’s co-leader. Theo was not
nearly as affable as Allan. When Allan left the room, Theo took the opportunity to
chat with me. Asked about my church background, I gave the same answer I gave
to Allan—raised Catholic, now attend an Episcopal church.
Wrong answer. “Episcopalians are just Catholics that didn’t learn Latin,” Theo
said in response. I tried to respond with a joke about how I only learned Latin in
college, but no dice. Theo continued. “Allan was Catholic for a long time. A long
time… Let’s just say there’s more to life than the Catholic Church.” He gave a
final smirk.
On the other hand, I was very familiar with Christian music, church practices, and
Evangelical media figures and popular pastors (like Joshua Harris). Coming to church
services and knowing the lyrics of songs likely put some respondents and gatekeepers at
ease. My familiarity with scriptures and some Evangelical books also gave me clout with
respondents and allowed them to reference otherwise obscure messages or beliefs. For
instance, in the following exchange, Doug briefly alludes to “love languages.” I
recognized this term as a reference to a series of books written by Gary Chapman, the
first of which was published in the 1990s (Chapman 1995). While this book has enjoyed
considerable success at the popular level, it is “vaguely Evangelical” (Graham and
Brogan 2015) and Gary Chapman is a Southern Baptist pastor and counselor (Feiler
2011). I was familiar with it because of Evangelical friends that extolled its virtues. Doug
describes how he uses it in his own relationship as follows:
Patricia:

Are there any issues that you guys struggle with in your
relationship?

Doug:

Communicating like our love language and how to express— Like
we can verbally say `I love you,' but there's also ways of treating
someone the right way to show them that you love them.
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Sometimes I struggle with that, communicating that. I just tell her
it instead of actually expressing it in other ways.
Patricia:

I know the love languages are a book, but I've never read that. Can
you tell me a little bit about what that means?

Doug:

Well it's just like different little things, like she'll communicate like
her affection for me through doing something nice, something that
I would appreciate when I come home. She sometimes comes over
before I get off of work and she'll get my keys and come home to
do homework but end up cleaning my room or something like that.
She knows that I want to come home to a clean room sometimes.
Or like for me I like picking her flowers or something like that. I
have a thing where picking flowers is better than buying flowers
because I feel like any dope can buy flowers but it takes more
work to go pick flowers for someone.

Likewise, my familiarity with scripture verses also enhanced my legitimacy with
respondents and gatekeepers. During the same bible study meeting as the above, I was
singled out and asked if I could offer any scripture verses that were relevant. When I was
able to contribute, the leaders looked genuinely surprised—but also approving. The
excerpt describes this as follows:
So, what does the Bible say about those topics? Allan instructed people to
brainstorm. Each participant had to summarize a statement and then support it
was the relevant bible verse. He recruited a volunteer to stand at the whiteboard
and keep a running list.
The class brainstormed and someone stood up to write on the board. Each
person had to summarize and give bible verse to support each statement. In the
end, they came up with several statements and their supporting bible verses
(which each person recited from memory.) They were:
1.) love is not jealous… etc.
2.) wives submit to your husband. (Two girls immediately ribbed the person who
suggested this, who was a man. “Yeah, you never read the rest of that verse!!!
What does it say about the husband???”)
3.) thou shalt not commit adultery.
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4.) don't be unequally yoked
5.) you don't have to marry
6.) husband of one wife
This brainstorming session took several minutes. When it started to wind
down, Allan turned to me. “So, you go to an Episcopal church. Do you ever read
the Word?” When I nodded, he asked if I had anything to volunteer. I reluctantly
explained that I was not good with Bible verses but that Jesus had said if you
looked at woman with lust in your heart, you had committed adultery. Allan
jumped out of his seat to high-five me. “Throw that on the board!” he exclaimed.

In my own biography, I had married relatively young. I was engaged at 22 and
married shortly after my 24th birthday. I wore a wedding and engagement band, which
did not escape the notice of my respondents. Many asked about my husband and at what
age I married. Although I was around age 30 at the time of the study, respondents may
have assumed I was younger than I was because I was a student. By and large, having
been married in my early twenties was a boon for rapport. Having a husband also seemed
to put many male respondents at ease. Additionally, my husband also accompanied me on
several occasions when shadowing respondents (such as at an engagement party and a
baby shower), as well as coming to church and Bible studies with me. He is gregarious,
and a good conversation partner, and I believe he normalized my presence at these
events.
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